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Coaching Pedagogy in Inter-County Gaelic Football 
Paul Kinnerk 
This programme of research had two aims which organised the research into two distinct 
phases. Phase one explored the coaching pedagogy being applied by coaches in the sport of 
Gaelic football at inter-county level. Informed by phase one, phase two examined the 
effects of a Game Based Approach (GBA) intervention in an academy inter-county Gaelic 
football setting. The overall programme of research adopted a theoretical framework 
informed by Complex Learning Theory. 
In phase one, quantitative data from a survey of 150 coaches revealed they spent 
notable time in activities deemed less relevant to game play, along with arranging their 
practice activities in a linear format (i.e., skills before games). In the follow up study of 12 
elite level Gaelic football coaches, an inductive thematic analysis of coach interviews 
produced two higher order themes (planning and in-session coaching strategies). The 
results provided a rich description of coaches’ practice, revealing coaches displayed 
varying levels of sophistication and content knowledge on the many tenets (e.g., 
questioning, sequence, ownership, game design) of coaching pedagogy. Despite a small 
number of coaches displaying strong alignment with GBA pedagogy, no coach reported 
basing their practice on GBAs as outlined in the academic literature.  
Phase two employed a mixed-methods multiple baseline design with two squads 
(U14 n=23; U15 n=27) and their coaches (U14 n=2; U15 n=3) to describe the impact of a 
season-long GBA intervention on players’ performance and coaches’ practices and 
experiences. Quantitative results obtained using an adapted version of the Game Play 
Observation Instrument revealed players in both squads significantly improved their 
decision-making in all four variables (i.e., passing, carrying, shooting and overall) from 
baseline to post intervention. Results were equivocal with respect to skill execution with the 
U14 squad improving on two of the four variables (carrying and overall), while the U15 
squad showed no improvements in skill. A systematic observation instrument revealed that 
the coaches’ session structure aligned to GBA characteristics as a result of the intervention. 
Specifically, there was an increase in coaches’ use of modified games along with a shift in 
the sequencing of practice activities to games before drills. Despite the requirement in 
GBAs for the coach to employ periods for questioning, there was little difference in the 
time players were physically inactive across baseline and intervention sessions. Players 
favoured the employment of conditions within games and the employment of questioning 
to develop their understanding of tactical concepts, but noted difficulties within player-led 
discussion periods. Qualitative data from coach interviews, coach reflective diaries and 
researcher field notes revealed a thorough commitment by coaches to the intervention 
process and engagement with GBA pedagogy. 
To conclude, this research provides a pathway for coaches and coach educators as to 
what a GBA intervention looks like, how it can be planned and then applied. Although the 
effective promotion of GBAs within coaching communities requires a substantial 
investment, GBAs hold considerable potential to positively impact the coaching 
environment, transform a coach’s practice and develop players’ learning and game 
performance.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 





This chapter presents an overview of the programme of research. Initially, it outlines the 
researcher’s connection to the topic and the genesis of the research. The introduction will 
then provide a description of the context in which the research was set. Following this, 
coaching pedagogy and Game-Based Approaches are discussed. Gaps in the literature and 
key research that underpin the basis of the programme of research follow. Next, a statement 
of the research problem is outlined followed by the aims of the research. Thereafter, the 
research process is outlined with an overview of the paradigm and methods employed 
within this research. Finally, the structure of the thesis is presented.    
1.2 Author Background and Connection to the Research 
Sports have always been a huge part of my life. I took part in athletics, swimming, rugby, 
hockey and soccer in my early to teenage years before specialising in the sports of Gaelic 
football and hurling. Throughout my participation in sports, I engaged in much reflective 
inquiry about my performances and potential measures I might use to improve. I feel that 
this urge for inquiry was central in entering the world of coaching and initiating my PhD 
research. My coaching journey probably started at the age of 12 when I helped my father 
coach an under 12 community games soccer team. He had little exposure to coaching and I 
helped out by setting up linear skills practice (which I had picked up from my involvement 
with another team). I enjoyed it. It was an early start into the coaching world but it initiated 
thought about how to improve performance. At this early stage, my radar on improving 
performance was focused on maximising the number of touches a player would get in a 
training session. I associated a ‘good’ training session with being active, intense and not 
having to wait in long queues to get a touch of the ball. These were very basic observations 
but were critical components in guiding my first steps into the coaching world. I undertook 
a number of other informal coaching roles throughout my teenage years (organising 
shooting sessions for a team I played with, taking secondary school warm-ups) before 
deciding in my final year in secondary school that I would like to invest in this passion and 
study an undergraduate degree in physical education teaching.  




It was in university where I received my first exposure to the concept of pedagogy and the 
existence of a whole world in using purposeful strategies to impact learning and improve 
performance. It was revolutionary in my eyes and I loved it. I viewed the practical sessions 
we took part in within our teacher training as well written stories. There was a clear 
purpose identified at the beginning of each session and a series of carefully crafted 
incremental tasks designed to assist our progress. The logic and flow of how one task 
complemented the other was a type of coaching I had not experienced before. The 
application of small-sided games with conditions was also new. I had previously taken part 
in coaching sessions where conditions such as “no play” or “steps only” were used but my 
understanding for the inclusion of these conditions was to prohibit players “glorying” (keen 
to score themselves and not pass to others) with the ball. Within my university training, 
conditions were now used to educate students regarding tactical principles such as width, 
depth, and support play, and how adopting these principles could be advantageous for a 
team. A range of sophisticated conditions that involved altering numbers, game rules and 
zoned restrictions were being used, and I could see the logic and the positive effect they 
were having on the play. Critically, I could see the lecturers’ deliberate intentions with each 
task, each condition and how it linked in with the story they were trying to tell. Ultimately, 
there was fun, learning and purpose within the sessions and it opened my eyes to a new 
style of coaching which I had previously not experienced. My knowledge and exposure was 
limited to the nuggets lecturers brought up in class, but I banked it; it made sense to me.  
Throughout my final university years and into my early twenties, I was playing Gaelic 
football at a high level with both my club, Monaleen, and my county, Limerick. During 
these years, I was lucky to have two wonderful coaches in Dr. Cian O’Neill and Donie 
Buckley. My new found explicit knowledge regarding games teaching facilitated my 
inquiry into what made these coaches effective. The common factors shared between them 
were their employment of games as the dominant activity and the purposeful design they 
attached to each activity. Cian was also a lecturer during my University training and 
supplemented his use of purposeful games within training session with a player-centred 
instructional approach that included divergent questioning and small group player 
discussions. It was these experiences of what I considered to be “good coaching” as a 




player coupled with my exposure to game-based pedagogy in university that helped form 
my teaching and coaching approach.  
I experienced high levels of success in my application of this game-focused approach to 
both teaching and coaching. However, the field of coaching was where I experienced the 
greatest return. My lack of luck with injuries had opened doors for me in coaching and I 
was fortunate to be involved with a number of high performance Gaelic football and 
hurling teams in a coaching role. To my eye, as a result of employing a game-focused 
approach the players were enjoying the sessions, they were highly motivated, and they were 
improving in performance and team cohesion. The feedback from the players validated 
such thoughts but also revealed this being their first experience on receiving such game-
dominated training.  
Over the past decade I have been incredibly fortunate to coach two teams that won the All-
Ireland senior hurling championship. My relative success led to me being an invited 
speaker at a number of coach education courses. It was through these events that I learned 
of an enormous thirst for knowledge from coaches, anecdotal accounts of coaches 
favouring skills practice as a means of “getting players better” and isolated conditioning for 
“getting players fitter”, and of frustration with coach education. In addition, my articulating 
to other coaches about my way of training was limited to highlighting that games should be 
the dominant activity type in practice sessions and providing examples of games. I was 
aware that this explanation and education of game-based training was simplistic. Indeed, it 
initiated explicit reflection regarding my own application of game-based training. These 
series of events prompted me to inquire further about game-based training and pedagogy, 
leading me to a new world of academic research literature.  
Initially, I was overwhelmed by the array of disciplines in which game-based training 
featured when searching the academic research literature. I was attracted by the work of Dr 
Damian Farrow and Dr Tim Gabbett in relation to categorisation of tasks as open and 
closed skill practice, and small-sided games to provide varying decision-making and 
physiological outcomes. I also became aware of the Ecological Dynamics movement and 
how their perspective of an individual’s interaction with the environment was applicable to 
the design of games. Indeed, I adopted some of the principles featured within the 




Ecological Dynamics literature to inform my own coaching practice. There were others like 
Dr Paul Ford and Dr Mark Williams whose work on systematic observation resonated with 
me. However, throughout this broad search and reading of the game-based coaching 
literature, my true interests became apparent. My attention was drawn to articles where 
pedagogy began to feature and with that, an emphasis on the strategies coaches use to 
impact player’s learning and understanding. The sophisticated and purposeful approach to 
achieving learning objectives through the use of game-related activity which I experienced 
in my undergraduate physical education teacher training and at the core of my own 
coaching philosophy was also active within the academic coaching pedagogy research 
literature. I was satisfied that this area was aligned with my fundamental views regarding 
the coaching process and that it held the potential to challenge and supplement my own 
practice along with the wider GAA coaching community.  
It soon became evident that the main body of research conducted within this field was set in 
physical education contexts with few studies conducted in coaching settings (e.g., Evans, 
2006). This intensified my efforts even further. I contacted authors by email conveying my 
PhD research ambitions and inquired further regarding their research. I developed regular 
correspondence with three prominent authors which helped develop my research ideas. One 
of those was Prof Stephen Harvey who was based at West Virginia University at the time. 
Ultimately, it was through these inquiries that I challenged my own practice further, 
developed a relationship with Prof Harvey and identified an opportunity for a PhD that 
would facilitate my own personal endeavours as well as the prospect of serving the 
coaching community.  
1.3 The Context: Gaelic Games 
The island of Ireland is divided into four historical and cultural regions called provinces. 
These regions are subdivided into counties. There are 32 counties in total in Ireland. The 
Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) is Ireland’s largest sporting organisation (Hassan & 
O’Boyle, 2017). The GAA has over 2700 affiliated clubs in Ireland and a further 242 clubs 
overseas. This makes it the largest amateur sporting body in the world (Crampsie, 2016). 
The attendance at the All-Ireland finals exceeds 80,000 each year and the inter-county 
championships in Gaelic football and Hurling are worth over €34 million in gate receipts to 




the association every year (GAA, 2018). Gaelic football is the most popular of the sports 
organised by the GAA and is the most popular team sport in Ireland (Sport Ireland, 2015).  
Gaelic football is a fast, physical invasion game played between two teams of 15 players on 
a rectangular pitch surface approximately 140 m long and 88 m wide. Gaelic football can 
best be described as a hybrid of Australian rules football, rugby, basketball and soccer. The 
ball, which is similar in size to a soccer ball, can be played over any distance by foot or 
hand, and can be carried using the accepted solo technique (a restriction on players that 
they may only carry the ball a maximum of four steps before completing another action – 
pass, shoot, solo (tap kick ball to self) or bounce). Goalposts with a crossbar are located on 
both end lines. A team can score a point by successfully executing a shot above the 
crossbar and between the posts while a team can score a goal (worth 3 points) by 
successfully executing a shot under the crossbar and between the posts.  
Children can start playing Gaelic football with their local GAA club from as young as three 
years of age. Between this and the age of 12, players engage in training within their club 
and often their primary school where the focus for these younger players is on having fun, 
developing friends and learning the basic skills of the games ("The GAA Player Pathway," 
n.d.). Competitive games commence from the age of under-12 (U12) and continue up to 
senior (top adult) level: this applies to both club and inter-county. In general, each grade, at 
both club and county levels, will play in two competitions: a league and championship.  
The best players from each club are selected to represent their county in the inter-county 
competitions. Players may represent their county at inter-county level from the U14 grade 
to senior grade. As part of the games development in each county, structures are put in 
place to provide a pathway for the county’s best players to reach their potential and 
graduate to the county senior team. Within GAA structures, every county is required to 
have academy squads also known as talent academies, from U14 to U17 levels. The explicit 
emphasis within inter-county talent academies is to provide players with the experience of 
quality training that will enhance players’ development towards elite performance ("Talent 
Academies," 2015, December). The broad guidelines stipulated by the GAA outline that 
academy squads should train only once a week. This restriction contrasts with the time 
commitment required of players in other academy settings such as soccer (Stonebridge & 




Cushion, 2018) and enables academy county players to also represent their clubs. 
Following player graduation from academy level, U20 is the next level at which a player 
may be chosen to represent their county. Following U20 level, the final and highest grade 
of representation for any player within the sport of Gaelic football is senior inter-county 
level. League competitions for each grade take place during the Spring, while 
championship competitions run from May to August.  
Although Gaelic football is classified as an amateur sport, senior inter-county teams are 
expected to fulfil similar training commitments to players operating in elite professional 
sports environments (Kelly, Banks, McGuinness, & Watson, 2018). These growing 
demands have placed an onus on the coaches preparing teams to implement coaching 
sessions of a high standard which place the players in the best position to excel in this high 
performance environment. Consequently, the coaches preparing teams at academy level are 
expected to develop players who will be capable of competing at senior inter-county level. 
How coaches are equipped to meet these demands remains to be seen. Although, there is no 
scientific evidence to describe the current coaching practices being employed by GAA 
coaches, key stakeholders within the organisation have expressed a view that many 
coaches’ practice fails to meet the needs of their learners (Daly, 2017). The GAA have 
made attempts to assist coaches with the introduction of coaching accreditations 
(foundation, level 1 & level 2). However, like many coach education programmes in 
invasion game sports, these courses are delivered over short periods of time in on-line and 
classroom settings. Therefore, such coach education programmes are unlikely to positively 
impact coaches’ practice (Cassidy, Jones, & Potrac, 2016). The GAA have, however, 
recognised the potential benefits of a shift towards coaching through games and developed 
a game-based coaching model (Coach10/MVA – Game Based Model, [Horgan & Daly, 
2015]).  In addition, the GAA’s 2017 National Coaching Conference also focused on game-
based coaching and was attended by over 1000 coaches. Notwithstanding the GAA’s 
promotion of game-based coaching, there is currently no evidence to indicate whether 
coaches are employing such methods in their practice. 




1.4 Pedagogy in Team Sports 
Pedagogy is a term associated with education. Many definitions have been proposed to 
describe pedagogy, but in its simplest form it is “any conscious activity by one person 
designed to enhance learning in another” (Watkins & Mortimore, 1999, p. 3). Over the past 
20 years, pedagogy has been proposed as an important concept for sports coaching. The 
field of sports coaching has been described as ill-defined and under-theorised, with no 
conceptual framework to adequately deal with the complex reality of coaching (Gilbert & 
Trudel, 2004; Jones, 2000, 2006). Moreover, sports coaching is traditionally associated 
with the term “training” and the handing down of technique (Jones, 2006). Thus, coaching 
was not seen as a process of education and learning. An increase in research in coaching 
over the past 15 years has acknowledged coaching as a complex process, which goes 
beyond simply the transfer of a cache of discrete skills (Light, Harvey, & Mouchet, 2014). 
The emergence of pedagogy in sports coaching acknowledges the complexity of the 
coaching process and offers a holistic description for the processes a coach engages in 
(Cassidy, Jones, & Potrac, 2008; Kirk, 2010). Coaches need the pedagogical skills of a 
teacher (Martens, 2012).  Pedagogy in sports coaching now receives more attention, but it 
is still widely overlooked or given a low priority by coaches (Light & Evans, 2010; Light et 
al., 2014). As highlighted in section 1.3, there is some anecdotal commentary (Daly, 2017; 
Horgan & Daly, 2015) to suggest that pedagogy is largely absent in Gaelic games coaches’ 
practice.   
A key focus for coaches in competitive team sports is to improve their players’ 
performance. Successful performance in team sports equates to an individual demonstrating 
competency in decision-making and technical skill (Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003). 
Coaches in invasion game sports have placed a great emphasis on developing player 
performance through prescriptive technical skills practice (Ford, Yates, & Williams, 2010; 
Harvey, Cushion, Cope, & Muir, 2013). These practice types are often accompanied with 
the coach adopting significant instructional behaviour that allows little opportunity for 
player input (Partington & Cushion, 2013). Sports coaching research refers to such 
practices as a “traditional” coaching approach, due to their common appearance in 
observational studies of coaching (Ford et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 2013; Partington & 




Cushion, 2013). Traditional coaching places the coach in a position of power where his/her 
role is to tell and the player’s role is to listen (Roberts, 2011). Research has identified a 
number of concerns relating to traditional coaching methods such as limiting player’s 
ability to develop decision-making skills, perform technical skill in context, develop 
thinking players, ownership, and personal and social skills (Garcia Lopez, Contreras 
Jordán, Penney, & Chandler, 2009; Williams & Hodges, 2005; Wright, McNeill, Fry, & 
Wang, 2005).  
A Game Based Approach (GBA) emerged as an alternative pedagogical approach to the 
teaching and coaching of team sports. In contrast to traditional coaching methods, GBAs 
contextualise learning within game-related activity and emphasise questioning to stimulate 
thinking and interaction (Light & Mooney, 2014). The genesis of a GBA lies in physical 
education, where Bunker and Thorpe (1982) proposed the Teaching Games for 
Understanding (TGfU) model as means of addressing the technique focused approach to 
teaching games prevalent in school settings. Many cultural iterations of game-based 
instructional models (e.g., Game Sense, Tactical Games Approach) have since emerged. 
Notwithstanding the many forms of GBAs existent and the cultural differences, Light 
(2013) argues that all GBAs share four immutable features: (i) the design and manipulation 
of games; (ii) the use of questioning; (iii) the provision of opportunities for dialogue; and 
(iv) building a supportive socio-moral environment. Therefore, the collective term GBA 
has been adopted by a number of scholars and practitioners to describe pedagogical 
approaches that adhere to such features and to circumvent any confusion amongst 
practitioners not familiar with the subtle differences (Harvey & Light, 2015; Jarrett & 
Harvey, 2016; Light, Quay, Harvey, & Mooney, 2014; Serra-Olivares, Gonzalez-Villora, 
Garcia-Lopez, & Araujo, 2015). The current programme of research acknowledges and 
adopts the term GBA for these reasons.  
In sports coaching research, GBAs have been suggested as coaching pedagogy to improve 
players’ performance (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014). GBAs emphasise the development of 
technical skill in conjunction with tactics, so that players learn to perform skill but they 
understand how to perform these skills in the context of the game. GBAs provide players 
with a deep knowledge of central game concepts that can be expressed as actions within the 




game (Light & Fawns, 2003). Developing thinking players who are capable of executing 
high levels of skill in the context of the game and in pressurised situations is a critical 
aspect for coaches in invasion game sports (O’Connor, Larkin, & Williams, 2017). To this 
end, research suggests GBAs hold particular strengths in developing off-the-ball 
movement, improved transfer of learning to competition, and training players to be 
independent decision-makers (Light, 2004). Despite such positive reports, uptake of GBAs 
by practitioners in coaching settings remains sparse (Ford et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 2013). 
Even coaches performing at the highest level within their sport demonstrate little 
awareness, application and understanding of GBAs and pedagogy within their practice 
(Light & Evans, 2010). Lyle (2018) highlights that the application of research-supported 
practice in coaching settings is facilitated by the existence of a body of intervention studies 
in a variety of contexts set within coaching settings. However, research conducted on 
GBAs in coaching settings is limited (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014). Coaches therefore have not 
been provided with the nuanced detail which is required to promote adoption in their 
specific sports coaching settings. Moreover, research highlights that there exists a lack of 
appreciation for the application of pedagogy to sports coaching settings, particularly if such 
pedagogy has its origins in the education domain (Cushion, 2013; Harvey, Cushion, & 
Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Jones, 2007). Therefore, to ascertain the efficacy and applicability 
of coaching pedagogy such as GBAs within coaching settings, a far greater research 
intensity is required which extends focus into a variety of sports, contexts and research 
designs (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Lyle, 2018).  
1.5 Statement of the Problem 
Scientific evidence of coaches’ practices is required to determine coaches’ alignment with 
proposed best practice and to determine if intervention is required. There are many sports 
that still rely on anecdotal evidence to support interpretations/conclusions. To date, no 
descriptive research has been conducted on coaches’ pedagogical practice in Ireland’s most 
popular sport, Gaelic football.  
There is a dearth of research investigating the effects of various coaching pedagogies such 
as GBAs in sports coaching settings. Therefore, there have been a limited number of 
research designs, sports, populations, methods, and outcomes from which to ascertain the 




efficacy of GBAs in coaching. A greater research intensity is required to provide a more 
nuanced understanding of how to effectively design and implement GBA-focused coach 
interventions, which will inform future coach development initiatives.  
1.6 Aims of the Research 
This programme of research had two aims which organised the research into two distinct 
phases: 
1. In phase one, the aim was to explore inter-county Gaelic football coaches’ current 
pedagogical practices and assess their alignment with GBA pedagogy. 
2. In phase two, the aim was to investigate the effects of a GBA intervention in an 
inter-county academy setting on players’ performance, session characteristics, and 
coach and player perceptions.  
1.7 The Research Process 
This section provides an outline of the research design, methods, procedures and stages of 
data collection and analysis employed in this PhD programme to address the research aims 
outlined above. Within this section, it is also necessary to outline my methodological 
position that influenced key decisions within this research process. Creswell (2012) 
suggests that the identification and explanation of an appropriate paradigm, worldview or 
philosophical assumption is a vital precursor to selecting the research design, methods and 
procedures for a study. Seale (1999) asserts that the quality of research is enhanced by a 
researcher’s engagement with philosophical and methodological debate, and how one’s 
position within this debate can impact on their research process. To address these points, 
this section will provide a background to the research in terms of the paradigm, 
assumptions and methodological approach. An outline of the data collection and analysis 
methods employed to address each research aim are then presented.  
A fundamental system of beliefs known as paradigms influence researchers’ selection of 
research questions and the methods they employ to address these questions (Morgan, 
2007). According to Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p. 194), “it is the choice of paradigm that 
sets down the intent, motivation and expectations for the research”. Without acknowledging 




a paradigm in conducting research, there may be no foundation for the choices made in 
relation to methodology, methods, or research design (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). 
Therefore, it is necessary to consider the paradigm that guides the present research.  
Effective research requires coherence between epistemology (the nature of knowledge, and 
the relationship between the researcher and the known), ontology (the nature of existence, 
and what is real), and methodology (how we gain knowledge) (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). 
Two broad paradigms, positivism and interpretivism, are presented in sports coaching 
research, to describe a researcher’s ontological and epistemological position. A positivist 
viewpoint is based on a rationalistic and empiricist philosophy that assumes the existence 
of a real or true reality (Giacobbi, Poczwardowski, & Hager, 2005). This paradigm “reflects 
a deterministic philosophy in which causes probably determine effects or outcomes” 
(Creswell, 2009, p. 7). Accordingly, positivists rely on empirical, quantitative data and 
controlling variables to discover fundamental causation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The 
interpretative paradigm, typically presented in direct contrast to positivism, rejects the 
existence of permanent objective truths about reality on the grounds of there being multiple 
social realities (Giacobbi et al., 2005; Moran et al., 2011). Thus, for the interpretivist, the 
ontological and epistemological positions embrace subjective views about reality and 
recognise the social influence in the construction of knowledge (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
Accordingly, interpretivist researchers typically employ qualitative methods within their 
investigations (Armour & Macdonald, 2012). Due to these fundamental characteristics, 
these different research paradigms are often thought to generate “incommensurable” types 
of knowledge, with the acceptance of one requiring the rejection of all others (Morgan, 
2007). This notion of a dualist divide/incommensurable types of knowledge and pledged 
support to one paradigm and the rejection of another did not sit comfortably with me. 
Instead, I acknowledge the contributions that both perspectives can offer to the research 
process without strictly placing myself within one of these paradigms. Research suggests 
that this commitment to the uncertain, relative nature of knowledge and a rejection of the 
dualistic positivist-interpretivist divide to focus more on problems in the social world, are 
characteristics of a pragmatic approach (Giacobbi et al., 2005; Sale et al., 2002). The 
pragmatic paradigm, “a powerful third paradigm choice” (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & 
Turner, 2007, p. 129) with its focus on addressing the research problem by what works best 




offers the researcher an opportunity for “multiple methods, different world views, and 
different assumptions” (Creswell, 2009, p. 199). The aims of this PhD programme align 
well with these possibilities and thus it is proposed that adopting a pragmatic ontological 
and epistemological position is appropriate for the current research.  
Pragmatists assert that a continuum exists between the objective and subjective standpoints 
and that their position within this continuum is governed by the nature of the research 
question being asked and the particular point in the research process (Creswell, 2009). 
Consequently, pragmatists opt for methods and theories that they deem to be the most 
useful within specific contexts (Giacobbi et al., 2005). In line with these views, questions 
and purpose governed the choice of methods within the current research. For example, 
within phase one of this research, a quantitative survey was followed up by semi-structured 
interviews to provide a greater depth of understanding of the information provided in the 
survey. Furthermore, for the interviews, coaches were asked to prepare two coaching 
session plans as a mean of providing another layer of insight into their true pedagogical 
practice. These efforts reflect the strong alignment of selecting methods deemed most 
appropriate in answering the research question. From a pragmatic epistemological position, 
any data that can add to an understanding of the research questions should be considered 
(Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007). The novel idea of accompanying semi-structured 
interviews with session plans are consistent with this pragmatist perspective. The emphasis 
on the research question as opposed to a commitment to any world view or research 
methods (Creswell, 2009) was at the core of decisions made in relation to the research 
design, research methods, data collection and analyses in this PhD research programme. 
Driving many of the fundamental decisions within the PhD were a strong desire for my 
research to impact at ground level. Researchers holding strong practical motives for 
engaging research are consistent with the pragmatic paradigm (Giacobbi et al., 2005; 
Grecic & Grundy, 2016). This paradigm provided me with the flexibility to employ the 
methods which I felt would address practical problems within GAA and wider coaching 
communities. Research founded in this way addresses concerns expressed by Lyle (2018) 
that more practitioner-focused research is needed to engage the wider coaching community. 
He highlights a shift to a pragmatic approach as a solution for the many academics who are 




“entrenched in the academic process” (p. 15) and driven by research agendas. By adopting 
a pragmatic position, my efforts focused on collecting good quality evidence of what 
coaches were currently doing from a pedagogical standpoint and investigating ways of 
improving coaching. While being conscious of the need to balance personal 
philosophies/endeavours with research that impacts practitioners (Abraham & Collins, 
2011), many fundamental decisions within the research process were governed by this 
personal belief of research serving on a practical level. Further nuanced examples of this 
practical emphasis can be seen in decisions such as what populations would provide the 
greatest contribution to the overall research aims and have greatest impact (e.g., samples of 
coaches chosen for different investigations). These views are commensurate with the 
pragmatic perspective that research should make a difference to the specific group it studies 
(Grecic & Grundy, 2016).  
As well as these personal influences, the limitations of existing scholarship in GBA 
research were a significant driver in my methodological choices. I was not convinced 
entirely by the positivist approach of describing GBA effectiveness strictly on 
performances scores (e.g., Miller et al., 2016). This approach may yield meaningful data 
from a performance perspective but fails to uncover deep understanding of the context that 
were contributing factors for changes within performance. Similarly, I was aware of the 
limitations in adopting a strictly interpretivist approach focused on coaches’ subjective 
views regarding improvements within performance and changes to their overall coaching 
process (e.g., Pill, 2015). Therefore, within my pragmatic standpoint, I endeavoured to 
select methods that would compliment and align with the broad issues impacted by 
coaching pedagogy and establish context to the research. These efforts are reflected within 
my design of phase two of this research and my mixed method approaches which I deemed 
necessary to address the relevant research questions but also achieve a thorough 
understanding of the intervention effects not gathered in previous research.  
There were a number of other critical aspects within the research process that exemplify my 
pragmatic position. The sequence of studies within the current research was guided from a 
pragmatic standpoint. Consistent with a pragmatic epistemology, both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches contributed to the phasing of the research, the findings of one study 




informed the next study, and together they informed results/conclusions (Giacobbi et al., 
2005). This approach was apparent throughout this PhD programme. For example, the 
quantitative findings from chapter 4 guided the semi-structured qualitative research in 
chapter 5; the findings from chapters 4 and 5 combined (phase one) guided phase two of the 
research. Additionally, the pragmatic paradigm also recognises that researchers can be 
actively involved within the study. This allowed me to assume a collaborative role with 
participants in phase two of the research. Furthermore, the pragmatist argues that 
researchers in adopting an active role must be aware of the context within which the 
research applications take place and apply this knowledge to generate optimal research 
designs (Giacobbi et al., 2005). Application of this contextual knowledge was evident 
within the non-invasive research designs and selecting of populations for specific stages of 
the research.  
A number of examples are provided above which highlight the use of qualitative and 
quantitative methods being applied in this research. Being able to employ a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods, known as mixed methods research, was critical to my 
research process. According to Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004, p. 14) pragmatism is an 
“attractive philosophical partner for mixed methods research”. This compatibility is 
underpinned by a set of assumptions about knowledge that affords a pragmatist to engage in 
inquiry through mixed methods research. While mixed methods approaches are still 
relatively rare in sports coaching research (Gorard & Makopoulou, 2012), a growing 
number of studies in the field have employed mixed methods research from a pragmatic 
position (e.g., Collins et al., 2009; Lara-Bercial et al., 2016; Solstad et al., 2018; Stodter & 
Cushion, 2017). It has been argued that pragmatic researchers who apply mixed methods 
are well positioned to explore and understand data more comprehensively by using one 
method to verify the results from another method (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). To this 
end, mixed methods research aims to constitute more than the sum of its parts (Bryman, 
2008), transcending the strained dichotomy of quantitative and qualitative methods and data 
(Feilzer, 2010). Therefore, the mixed methods approaches adopted in this research were 
selected to complement each other. For example, in phase two of the research, collection of 
qualitative methods (field notes, focus groups, interviews) were used in combination with 
observation and performance data to gather a comprehensive understanding of the true and 




wide ranging effects of the GBA intervention. In this way, adopting a pragmatic position 
allowed me to employ a combination of methods which I felt were most suitable in 
answering the research questions. Further detail is now provided of these methods within 
the overall PhD programme.  
The methods of data collection will be outlined in full within each individual chapter, but a 
brief preliminary overview is provided here. In addressing the first research aim, a survey 
with follow-up interviews was conducted with inter-county Gaelic football coaches. 
Quantitative data relating to coaches’ practice activities, session sequencing, coach 
behaviours and awareness of pedagogy was obtained through the survey. Informed by the 
survey results, a follow-up qualitative semi-structured interview was conducted with a 
purposefully sampled group of 12 senior coaches to achieve a more in-depth insight into 
coaches’ practice and to reveal coaches’ justification of methods. To address the second 
research aim, a mixed-methods multiple baseline study design was employed. Building 
upon the results of phase one, a season-long intervention study involving two squads and 
their respective coaches was conducted over a 23-week period. A game performance 
observation instrument was developed to measure players’ decision-making, skill execution 
and control during baseline and post intervention to determine the effects of the 
intervention on players’ performance. A coding instrument was developed to investigate the 
effects of the intervention on practice session characteristics such as the coaches’ practice 
activities, session sequencing and periods where players were not physically active. 
Qualitative data in the form of coach and player interviews, player focus groups, coach 
reflective diaries, and researcher field notes were collected to determine coach and player 
perceptions on receiving the intervention. 
1.8 Structure of the Thesis 
This thesis is organised over eight chapters. Chapter 1 presents a background to the 
programme of research, the research aims, and thesis outline. Chapter 2 critiques the 
literature on GBAs in competitive team sports settings. Chapter 3 presents and justifies the 
theoretical framework adopted in undertaking this programme of research. Chapters 4 and 5 
present the survey and follow-up interviews of inter-county Gaelic football coaches’ 
perceptions of their practice. Chapters 6 and 7 focus on phase two of the programme of 




research in detailing the effects of a GBA intervention in an inter-county Gaelic football 
setting: Chapter 6 reports on the effects of the GBA intervention on player performance, 
practice session characteristics and player perceptions, while Chapter 7 focuses on the 
coaches’ experiences of implementing the GBA. Chapter 8 presents an overall discussion 
of the research findings, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future 
research. Additionally, a brief linking piece is provided before Chapter 3 and before each of 
the empirical chapters (Chapters 4, 5, 6 & 7) summarising the programme of research to 
date and establishing context for the upcoming chapter.  
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Research into coaching practice within game-focused sports commonly reports that coaches 
employ a “traditional” approach (e.g., Ford et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 2013). Traditional 
coaching approaches assume that technique needs to be mastered a priori and before game 
play (Evans, 2006). These approaches focus on the practice of technical skills often in 
overly simplistic and unpressurised situations that do not mimic the demands of real game 
play (Ford et al., 2010). This direct approach can create a separation between technique and 
tactical knowledge, leading to a disconnect between practice and game play where players 
are not able to respond to game situations (Davids, Renshaw, & Glazier, 2005; Holt, Ward, 
& Wallhead, 2006; Light & Harvey, 2015; Pill, 2014).  
Game Based Approaches (GBAs) have been suggested as an alternative way of 
contextualising learning within game-like activities (Light, 2004). Furthermore, GBAs 
require the repositioning of the coach to the role of facilitator and using questioning to 
promote opportunities for player dialogue and reflection (Cushion, 2013; Light & Evans, 
2010; Roberts, 2011). First developed in European countries such as France and Germany 
through the work of Mahlo (1974) and Deleplace (1979), GBAs were first brought to the 
attention of the English-speaking community when Bunker and Thorpe (1982) proposed the 
Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU) Model, primarily as a way for physical 
education teachers to develop students’ game appreciation and tactical awareness, 
ultimately leading to improved game performance. Since the introduction of TGfU, several 
other GBAs have emerged, all with slight variations on the original TGfU model based on 
the needs of different cultures (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014). These alternative GBAs include:  
Game Sense (Light, 2004; Australia), Tactical Games Model (Mitchell, Oslin, & Griffin, 
2006; USA), Play Practice (Launder, 2001; Australia), Ball School (Kroger & Roth, 2005; 
Germany), the Tactical Decision Learning Model (Gréhaigne, Wallian, & Godbout, 2005; 
France), the Integrated Technical-Tactical Model (López-Ros & Castejón, 1998; Spain), the 
Invasion Games Competence Model (Mesquita, Farias, & Hastie, 2012; Belgium) and the 
Games Concept Approach (Rossi, Fry, McNeill, & Tan, 2007; Singapore). Notwithstanding 
the various cultural versions of different GBAs, Light (2013) proposed GBAs include four 
common features: (1) the design and manipulation of practice games and activities, (2) the 




use of questioning, (3) the provision of opportunities for dialogue, and (4) building a 
supportive socio-moral environment.  
Research on the various cultural versions of GBAs has been largely concentrated on 
investigations in physical education environments (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014). While research 
findings in teaching physical education are helpful resources for coaches, there are 
nonetheless critical differences between the physical education and coaching environment 
(Bailey, 2005; Blair & Capel, 2013; Drewe, 2000). To highlight but a few, coaches are 
under pressure to achieve results in competition (Light & Evans, 2010); this pressure is not 
present in physical education classes (Drewe, 2000). While physical education teachers’ 
training includes a focus on pedagogy, coaches have typically little prior experience or 
knowledge of pedagogy (Blair & Capel, 2013; Cushion, 2013; Drewe, 2000). Within 
physical education classes, teachers attend to many students of varying levels of ability, to 
whom participation in physical education is mandatory as a subject in a school curriculum 
(Kwon & Kim, 2010). Whereas, within sports coaching settings, the coach aims to assist 
players that have chosen to participate within the sport and who are usually highly 
motivated, to enhance their skills, and fulfil their potential to achieve sporting excellence 
(Kwon & Kim, 2010). Furthermore, the duration of a unit within a physical education 
context is relatively short (i.e., weeks) in comparison to the specialised focus within a 
coaching setting which takes places over a season (i.e., months) (Blair & Capel, 2013). 
Taken these notable differences into account, research conducted in both settings is likely 
to provide different findings. Therefore, it has been encouraging that reviews of the 
literature on GBAs in the past decade (e.g., Cushion, 2013; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Miller, 
2015; Stolz & Pill, 2014) have noted the emergence of research investigating GBAs in 
competitive coaching settings (e.g., Jones, 2006; Kidman & Hanrahan, 2011).  
Despite the increase in research investigating GBAs in sports coaching contexts, no review 
currently exists examining GBA studies undertaken exclusively in competitive team sport 
settings. Reviews conducted to date have included articles from both the physical education 
and competitive sports coaching domains, thus limiting the extent to which findings can be 
discussed from exclusively a coaching perspective. In addition, there has been a noticeable 
increase in GBA studies in competitive team sport settings published in the past five years 




which have yet to feature in a review. Consequently, the two main aims of this chapter 
were: (1) to synthesise the research conducted on GBAs within competitive team sport 
settings and discuss the implications of these findings for sports coaching researchers and 
practitioners; (2) to identify trends and gaps in research methodologies, designs and 
contexts in which the research took place. 
2.2 Method 
2.2.1 Identification of Papers 
Literature on GBAs within competitive team sport settings was searched systematically 
using a four-phase approach (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014). Phase 1 involved searching the 
EBSCO database from the earliest record related to GBAs in coaching (1996 1 ) to 
November 2017. The initial search was conducted using the pedagogical approach terms 
associated with GBAs such as “teaching games for understanding”, “game sense”, “play 
practice” and “tactical games model”. Phase 2 expanded the search to include other closely 
related terms to GBAs such as; “athlete centred”, “game performance assessment 
instrument” and “coaching pedagogy”. Database searches continued until a saturation point 
was reached at which no new studies were identified. Phase 3 of the search involved 
assessing the shortlisted publications on their ability to meet the inclusion criteria of: (a) 
electronically-accessible English language publication with full text availability; (b) 
experimental/observational, peer reviewed study; (c) study explicitly states that the aim was 
to investigate a specific form of coaching pedagogy identified as being a GBA (e.g., Game 
Sense) and (d) studies that took place in competitive team sport environments, not physical 
education classes. The final phase of the search consisted of two elements: (a) emailing 
authors to clarify specific details regarding the context of some shortlisted studies; (b) 
reading the reference lists of those articles that met the inclusion criteria to identify 
additional studies for consideration.  
Reliability was ensured by following a three-step process outlined by Gilbert and Trudel 
(2004) and LaVoi and Dutove (2012). The first step involved all members of the research 
                                                           
1 However, the earliest study included in the review that met the review criteria was Light’s 
(2004) study. 




team agreeing to the paper inclusion criteria. Following agreement on the inclusion criteria, 
I read and coded all articles. The second step involved attaining inter-observer reliability. 
This involved one member of the supervisory team and I independently coding a random 
sample of approximately 30% of the papers. This percentage is commensurate with the 
inter-observer reliability coding process reported (25% of papers were coded) in a recent 
review in the sports coaching literature (Cope, Partington, & Harvey, 2016). Both of us 
were in agreement on the inclusion and exclusion of chosen articles with the exception of 
one paper that did not explicitly state the “type” of GBA under investigation (Vinson, 
Brady, Moreland, & Judge, 2016). A discussion followed where consensus was reached on 
its exclusion. In a third step, an inductive thematic analysis of all selected papers for the 
review was carried out and several themes were generated and organised under Light’s 
(2013) four features of GBAs: (1) the design and manipulation of practice games and 
activities, (2) the use of questioning, (3) the provision of opportunities for dialogue, and, 
(4) building a supportive socio-moral environment. 
2.2.2 Summary of Papers 
Twenty-three papers investigating GBAs in competitive team sport environments were 
identified for inclusion in the current review. Before moving on to discuss the findings of 
the review under Light’s (2013) four feature framework of GBAs, the methodological 
aspects of these studies are reviewed (i.e., research design, research context).  
2.2.3 Participants 
Thirteen of the papers included in this review were studies using pre-adults (<18 years of 
age). Six of these papers focused on pre-teen groups (aged 12 or under) (e.g., Thomas, 
Morgan, & Mesquita, 2013) and seven papers on adolescents (13 – 18 years) (e.g., Nathan, 
2015). Of the papers focusing on pre-adult settings, seven were conducted with 
interscholastic teams. Only seven papers were conducted within an adult coaching setting, 
five of which belonged to the research of Light and Evans (Evans, 2006, 2012; Evans & 
Light, 2007; Light & Evans, 2010, 2013). Two studies were set in coach education 
environments (Reid & Harvey, 2014; Roberts, 2011). The study by Light (2004) used 
coaches operating in a variety of settings, from grassroots to elite levels. The number of 




players in each of the included studies ranged from five (Evans & Light, 2007) to 90 
players (Miller et al., 2016). In terms of coaches, a number of studies focused on one coach 
(e.g., Thomas et al., 2013) with Reid and Harvey’s (2014) study including up to 22 
coaches.  
2.2.4 Research Context 
Twenty-one of the 23 studies were invasion game focused sports (see Table 2.1). Rugby 
union and soccer were the most popular sports featured in this review. However, it must be 
noted that three of the eight studies in rugby appear to come from one primary data 
collection (Evans, 2006; Light & Evans, 2010, 2013), while in soccer two primary data 
collections accounted for five (Harvey, 2009; Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; 
Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Pizarro, Domínguez, Serrano, García-
González, & del Villar Álvarez, 2017; Práxedes, Moreno, Sevil, García-González, & Del 
Villar, 2016) of the eight included studies. Six sports in total featured throughout the 
review, while one study investigating coaches’ experiences of Game Sense (Light, 2004) 
was conducted across a variety of sports (see Table 2.1).  
With respect to the geographical location of the research, eight countries featured in the 
review (see Table 2.1). Nine of the 23 studies were conducted in Australia while notably 
research on GBAs in the United States was limited to only four studies, three of which 
belonged to the research by Harvey and colleagues (2009; 2010). This is perhaps 
unsurprising when one considers that popular sports in the United States such as American 
football, baseball and basketball did not feature within the review. One study by Nathan 
(2017) was situated in India and Malaysia. 
In terms of the specific GBA, the majority of papers (n = 20) focused on either Game Sense 
or Teaching Games for Understanding. Game Sense was the prominent GBA (n = 12; see 
Table 2.1). It is possible that there is an association between geographical location and type 
of GBA. For example, Game Sense originated in Australia and nine of the published papers 
focused on investigating Game Sense.  




Table 2.1  
Breakdown of studies included in the review by sport, country, and type of GBA 
Research Context Number of studies 
Sport   
 Rugby 8 
 Soccer 8 
 Australian rules 2 
 Field hockey 2 
 Netball 1 
 Cricket 1 
 Variety of sports 1 
Geographical location  
 Australia 9 
 United States 4 
 United Kingdom 3 
 Spain 3 
 Malaysia 2* 
 Netherlands 1 
 New Zealand 1 
 India 1* 
Type of GBA  
 Game Sense 12 
 TGFU 8 
 Tactical Games Model 2 
 Integrated Technical-Tactical Model 1 
*Denotes one study that was situated in two countries 
 
2.2.5 Research Design and Data Collection Methods  
For this review, both observational and intervention study designs were included. The 
breakdown of the studies included 14 intervention and nine observational studies. The 




intervention studies ranged in length from five weeks to a whole season. Six of the 14 
intervention-based studies were conducted throughout a full playing season in their 
coaching context (e.g., Pill, 2016b). Collaborative Action Research (CAR) or a closely 
aligned form of it was the preferred intervention study design. For example, in the study 
conducted by Evans and Light (2007), the first author acted as a critical friend who helped 
the participant coach in introducing Game Sense pedagogy into his coaching. Observational 
studies conducted by Evans and Light ranged between four months and 24 months. 
This current review revealed that researchers employed a range of measurement methods 
within studies (see Table 2.2). Qualitative methods were prominently employed. In 
particular, interviews were used by GBA researchers in 15 of the 23 studies, one of which 
also used focus groups (Thomas et al., 2013). Other qualitative methods utilised by 
researchers in the reviewed studies are presented in Table 2.2. There was much variation in 
how the qualitative data was analysed across studies with the method of grounded theory (n 
= 8) proving the most popular choice of analysis by researchers, followed by content 
analysis and a range of other analysis methods (see Table 2.2). One study (Atkinson & 
Harvey, 2017) employed the Leximancer text mining software program to innovatively 
assist researchers in their analysis of the qualitative data. 





Breakdown of research methods applied in studies included in the review 
Data Collection Methods Number of studies 
Qualitative methods  
 Interviews 15 
 Field notes 8 
 Questionnaire 5 
 Reflective journals 4 
 Focus groups 2 
 Draw, write and tell 1 
 Audio recordings of session 1 
Analysis of qualitative data 
 Grounded theory 8 
 Content analysis 3 
 Interpretive analysis 2 
 Interactivity analysis 1 
 General inductive analysis 1 
 Discourse analysis 




 Game Performance Assessment Instrument (GPAI) 3 
 Game Performance Evaluation Tool (GPET) 2 
 Game Play Observation Instrument 1 
 Session coding 2 
 Heart rate 1 
 Fitness tests 1 
 Activity levels 1 
 




Quantitative methods were utilised in seven studies with a number of these studies 
including multiple quantitative methods (e.g., Miller et al., 2016; see Table 2.2). 
Researchers in six of the seven studies utilised systematic observation instruments to assess 
potential improvements in participants’ game performance (see Table 2.2). Three studies 
used the Game Performance Assessment Instrument (GPAI) (Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, & 
Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Miller et al., 2016; Nathan, 2017), two studies used the Game 
Performance Evaluation Tool (GPET) (Pizarro et al., 2017; Práxedes et al., 2016), and in 
one further study, researchers used the Game Play Observation Instrument (Nathan, 2015). 
Notably, only one of these studies (Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et al., 2010) used systematic 
game performance instruments to measure players’ defensive off-the-ball performance in 
conjunction with qualitative methods assessing coach / athlete perceptions of the coach’s 
use of a GBA. Two studies (Karagiannis & Pill, 2017; Miller et al., 2016) utilised coding 
methods to measure the amount of time coaches spent in various activity types within the 
coaching sessions. Nathan (2015) employed a variety of fitness tests during a baseline-
testing phase, but they were not used to measure the effects of a GBA intervention. In 
addition, physical activity levels and heart rate were measured by Miller et al., (2016) and 
Nathan (2017), respectively. GBA validation procedures of the GBA pedagogy under 
investigation in intervention studies were only reported by researchers in three studies 
(Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Miller et al., 
2016), while there were no validation measures for checking fidelity of GBA 
implementation reported by any of the authors of the observational studies reviewed. 
2.2.6 Theoretical Frameworks  
Very few studies overtly highlighted a theoretical framework as guiding their research. 
Only six of the 23 papers outlined that their research was guided by a particular theoretical 
framework. Of these six papers, four reported constructivist theory as framing their 
research (Evans & Light, 2007; Llobet-Martí, López-Ros, & Vila, 2017; Reid & Harvey, 
2014; Roberts, 2011). The other two studies which overtly outlined a theoretical framework 
were Light and Evans (2013), which explicated Bourdieu’s key analytic concepts for their 
research, and Nathan (2015), which highlighted a dual theoretical framework in the form of 
constructivism and Ecological Dynamics theory. Of the remaining 17 papers, while not 




explicating a theoretical framework for their research, 10 of these papers did allude to 
constructivist theory within the discussion of their findings suggesting that their works 
aligned with this specific theoretical perspective. One of these 10 papers also used 
Ecological Dynamics with constructivism within their discussion (Nathan, 2017). 
Surprisingly, seven studies did not mention a theory or a theoretical framework within the 
paper. 
2.3 Results and Discussion 
This section presents the results of the review with respect to each of the four features of 
GBAs highlighted by Light (2013), namely: (1) the design and manipulation of practice 
games and activities, (2) the use of questioning,  (3) the provision of opportunities for 
dialogue, and (4) building a supportive socio-moral environment. While each of the 
features are considered individually, we acknowledge the interdependent nature of these 
four features. In each of the sections, data relative to that feature from the review is 
presented followed by a short discussion of the findings with respect to that feature.  
2.3.1 GBA Feature 1 – Design and Manipulation of Practice Games and 
Activities 
The first feature involves the coach designing a learning environment that engages the 
athlete through the use of modified and/or conditioned games as opposed to isolated 
technically-focused drills. Within this feature, our analysis generated four themes: (a) 
tactical development in GBAs, (b) technical skill development in GBAs, (c) physical 
activity and fitness development in GBAs, and (d) planning and designing good games. 
2.3.1.1 Tactical development in GBAs.  
In five of the six studies included in this review that investigated tactical 
learning/development, researchers reported statistically significant improvements in various 
aspects of decision-making and tactical awareness (Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et al., 2010; 
Miller et al., 2016; Práxedes, Moreno, Sevil, García-González, & Del Villar, 2016). 
Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et al. (2010) highlighted positive changes in soccer players’ 
defensive off-the-ball adjusts and covers while Práxedes et al. (2016) and Miller et al. 
(2016) noted positive changes in players’ decision-making. Statistically significant 




improvements in players’ support play were found by Miller et al. (2016). Key to the 
tactical learning highlighted in the studies in this review is the explicit emphasis on off-the-
ball movement. This emphasis is often absent in “traditional”, direct and technically-
focused instruction (Farrow, Pyne, & Gabbett, 2008). While acknowledging the attempts 
made by researchers to gather data on difficult to measure variables such as off-the-ball 
decision-making and support, the extent to which results gathered on these variables are 
reflective of players’ performances within the true full-sided version must be interpreted 
with caution. For example, Harvey et al. (2010) used a structured 3 vs. 3 assessment game 
to assess changes in player’s off-the-ball decisions. In reality, player’s defensive decision-
making in soccer involves a far greater number of variables, including the off-side rule, 
attacking/defensive imbalance, counter attacks, and greater numbers and space than that 
captured in a 3 vs. 3 in restricted space. Furthermore, the capacity of instruments and those 
observing to objectively capture each player’s off-the-ball decision-making at any one time, 
even in small number games like this, must be considered. On-the-ball decision-making, 
which was also collected in the highlighted studies, provides an observer with a more 
realistic opportunity to collect the true motives of the one player in possession in 
comparison to attempting to code and make sense of six players’ off-the-ball decisions at 
any one time. In cases where on-the-ball decision-making is exclusively collected, off-the-
ball learning can be inferred, as many of the positive decisions a player makes off-the-ball 
can facilitate a positive response for the player on-the-ball (Grehaigne, Godbout, & 
Bouthier, 1997).  
Creativity and game intelligence are key components in the development of players 
(Memmert, 2010). Coaches in several studies acknowledged the contribution of games in 
developing players’ tactical intelligence and decision-making (Light & Evans, 2010; Pill, 
2015; Thomas et al., 2013), as well as aiding the transfer of practice to competition 
(Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Evans, 2012; Light, 2004). Eddie Jones (England Rugby 
Manager) offers an interesting perspective on this, stating that to create “thinking players” 
and ensure successful transfer of practice to competition, practice must be contextualised in 
conditions that replicate the game. In addition, he highlights that the transference of skills 
taught in isolation to game play is relatively low. Games are complex and dynamic, and the 
successful negotiation of the scenarios that confront players in games requires the 




interaction, and simultaneous application of tactical awareness/knowledge, decision-
making, and skill execution (Jones, 2015). In other words, these three elements are 
inseparable (Light, 2013). Consequently, practice sessions need to be planned by coaches 
with this in mind. The perceptions of the coaches regarding the increased exposure to 
decision-making opportunities through GBA focused sessions is supported by work in the 
motor learning literature that found players exposed to game-like activities had 
significantly more decision-making opportunities (Farrow et al., 2008).  
2.3.1.2 Technical skill development in GBAs.  
Despite the positive findings in this review with respect to tactical development in GBAs, 
there was limited evidence to support technical skill development as a result of coaches 
employing a GBA (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Oslin & Mitchell, 2006). In only two of the six 
studies that investigated technical skill execution (Pizarro, Domínguez, Serrano, García-
González, & del Villar Álvarez, 2017; Práxedes et al., 2016) did researchers report 
significant improvements in the area. These latter two studies investigated two technical 
skill variables, passing and dribbling finding improvements in passing only. While Miller 
(2015) highlights that interventions in GBAs to date have focused on tactical and game 
skill development as opposed to development of technical skills and movement patterns, 
the holistic nature of GBAs, which requires the interaction of skill, decision-making and 
tactical awareness makes it difficult to specifically identify technical or skill improvements 
without reducing the game to component parts (Light & Harvey, 2015). This challenge may 
underlie the limited evidence to date for the development of technical skills through GBAs.  
However, we must note that there was also no evidence in the review that technical skill 
development declined as a consequence of coaches using a GBA. 
2.3.1.3 Physical activity and fitness development in GBAs.  
Previous reviews highlighted a scarcity of studies investigating physical activity and fitness 
development in GBAs (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Oslin & Mitchell, 2006). While the current 
review highlighted qualitative evidence through coach interviews and player perceptions 
that GBA-focused practice sessions were of a high intensity (Evans & Light, 2007; Thomas 
et al., 2013), there was limited quantitative evidence that supported these perceptions. 
Indeed, there was no quantitative evidence in the current review that GBAs facilitated 




players developing and/or maintaining fitness levels. However, the present review noted 
some emerging quantitative evidence from two studies that coaches’ use of GBAs helped 
players achieve high physical activity levels in sessions (Miller et al., 2016; Nathan, 2017). 
For example, one included study demonstrated that players in GBA-focused netball 
sessions had significantly higher levels of physical activity (i.e., steps per minute) than 
those that participated in “traditional” sessions (Miller et al., 2016). A second study 
recorded field hockey players involved in GBA practice sessions and found they had 
significantly higher heart rate measurements than those involved in traditional skills 
practice (Nathan, 2017).  
Despite the lack of quantitative evidence, particularly for fitness development when using 
GBAs, in the context of this review, the current evidence base investigating physical 
activity levels and fitness is largely concentrated on game-based training (i.e., Halouani, 
Chtourou, Gabbett, Chaouachi, & Chamari, 2014) as opposed to GBA-focused practice 
sessions that incorporate additional pedagogical features such as questioning, discussion, 
dialogue and debate. Thus, additional studies that objectively investigate a validated GBA 
in relation to its impact on multiple domain-specific variables, including players’ physical 
activity and fitness levels are warranted.  
2.3.1.4 Planning and designing good games.  
Within several studies, coaches identified the correct design/use of games, and the need for 
“perfect practice” (Launder, 2001) as being vital to the success of GBA implementation 
(Evans, 2006; Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Pill, 2015, 2016b; Práxedes et 
al., 2016; Thomas et al., 2013). In particular, researchers noted that coaches new to GBA 
pedagogy encountered difficulties in planning and designing “good” games. For example, 
Thomas et al. (2013) indicated initial difficulties for the coach in developing game-related 
content to explore identified themes in practice sessions but as a result of greater time spent 
in planning, this subsequently improved. Moreover, Pill (2016b) discovered it took 
approximately a year before the coach in his study became cognisant and comfortable with 
the planning format needed for GBA. These challenges are unsurprising when one 
considers that coaches tend to rely on their own as “folk pedagogy” (Harvey, Cushion, & 
Massa-Gonzalez, 2010), as well as the observation of other coaches for the development of 




their ideas (Trudel & Gilbert, 2006; Williams & Hodges, 2005).  
The increased time spent planning was seen to be a factor affecting the quality of GBA-
focused practice sessions (Evans, 2006). One coach in the study by Pill (2015) directly 
linked the success of his session with the thoroughness in planning. In contrast, Harvey, 
Cushion, and Massa-Gonzalez (2010) cited a lack of planning by one coach as being 
problematic in his implementation of TGfU. Consequently, evidence from this review 
suggests that coaches need to devote more time to the planning process when using GBAs 
because the act of planning can act as a mental model for the upcoming session and help 
the coach establish an explicit connection between practice, behaviour and player learning 
(Cushion, 2010; Hall & Smith, 2006). Game design fundamentals such as the pedagogical 
principles of TGfU are seen as crucial components in the development of decision-making 
and offer a planning framework for the effectiveness of GBA-focused activity in improving 
players’ tactical awareness (Serra-Olivares et al., 2015). The four pedagogical principles of 
TGfU are sampling, tactical complexity, modification representation, and modification 
exaggeration (Werner, Thorpe, & Bunker, 1996).   
Pedagogical principles such as modification representation and exaggeration have become 
more commonplace within the broader games teaching literature through the popularity of 
non-linear pedagogical approaches such as the “constraints-led approach”, which is 
underpinned by the theoretical framework of Ecological Dynamics (Chow, Davids, Button, 
& Renshaw, 2016). While this is a positive move, coaches must not implicitly let the “game 
be the teacher” but integrate specific elements of GBA-focused pedagogy to ensure the 
focus of GBA sessions is explicit to their players, consequently impacting their learning. 
Findings from some of the reviewed studies provided evidence of coaches using games in a 
manner that conflicts with the guidelines set out in GBA pedagogy (e.g., Karagiannis & 
Pill, 2017; Light & Evans, 2010). For example, Light and Evans (2010) identified coaches 
using games as a closing activity to test skills learned as opposed to GBA guidelines that 
suggest using games throughout sessions as a dominant activity to stimulate player 
learning.  Coaching sessions such as these, lead to conclusions that coaches use “safe-
simulation” (Cushion, 2013; Hargreaves, 1994; Harvey, Cushion, & Sammon, 2015) with 
imitations of GBAs practiced with minimal disruption to teaching norms and traditions. 




Although this is something that occurred more frequently in the observational studies 
included in this review, there are critical differences between “strongly-guided” (Alfieri, 
Brooks, Aldrich, & Tenenbaum, 2011) GBA-focused pedagogy and “just playing games”. 
Consequently, a significant task that remains in coach education is moving coaches from 
“just playing games” to using GBA-focused pedagogy to impact player learning. 
2.3.2 GBA Features 2 and 3 – The Use of Questioning and Opportunities for 
Dialogue and Reflection 
The second feature of GBAs involves the coach asking open or divergent questions to 
stimulate athlete thinking, dialogue and reflection (Forrest, 2014; Wright & Forrest, 2007). 
Connected with questioning, the third feature involves providing opportunities for athletes 
collaborating and testing ideas. In this feature, the coach facilitates the dialogue by stopping 
a game and prompting the athletes within their groups to discuss and debate aspects of the 
game before returning back into the game to act on points of discussion. This review noted 
these two features occurring in tandem, therefore their findings and discussion are 
presented together. The three themes generated by our analysis were: (a) conceptual shifts, 
(b) cultural shifts, and, (c) coach education.  
2.3.2.1 Conceptual shifts.  
Questioning was a centrally discussed feature of GBA pedagogy in all of the included 
studies. Indeed, a positive association between coach questioning and player learning was 
evident from the studies reviewed. For example, coaches in Light (2004) study highlighted 
questioning as contributing to the players becoming independent thinkers. Pill (2015) 
discovered that the Australian football coaches in his study saw the use of questioning as a 
vital learning tool in their coaching environment, although it required high levels of 
planning, practice and perseverance. 
Highlighted by researchers throughout the reviewed papers was the significant challenge 
for coaches making the shift to a questioning approach in their coaching. The referenced 
difficulties reported by researchers included coaches’ insufficient pedagogical content 
knowledge when using questioning (Roberts, 2011), ineffective group feedback periods due 
to lack of pre-planned questions (Karagiannis & Pill, 2017), and player disgruntlement to 
being asked questions (Pill, 2016b). Moreover, Thomas et al. (2013) reported that the coach 




felt so consumed by the requirement in the Tactical Games Approach to ask questions that 
he ended up not listening to the responses from players. This resulted in a lack of clarity on 
the part of the players. This did improve as the ten-week intervention study progressed 
however. Partington and Cushion (2013) highlight that the root of this problem is in the 
traditions and culture of coaching that both coaches and players are used to. The coaches’ 
role is guarded by a powerful and historical view of what coaches should be seen to be 
doing and what coaching should look like (Cushion, 2013; Cushion, Armour, & Jones, 
2003; Cushion & Partington, 2014; Light, 2004). Consequently, coaches feel uneasy in 
adopting this new style of instruction and equally players feel uneasy in receiving it 
(Potrac, Jones, & Cushion, 2007).  
2.3.2.2 Cultural shifts.  
Key to employing the features of questioning and provision of opportunities for dialogue 
within a GBA, are coaches’ skills in adopting a facilitative role. The coach adopting a role 
as a facilitator draws on the constructivist approach that players should be actively involved 
in their own learning through problem solving and engagement with ecologically valid 
practice environments (Ollis & Sproule, 2007). Coach perceptions varied across studies in 
the review regarding the shift to the role as facilitator. For example, there were a number of 
studies where researchers indicated coaches new to GBAs saw this shift as a positive one 
(Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010) and experienced GBA coaches seeing guided 
discovery as an essential component to their coaching and player learning (Pill, 2015). 
However, in other studies, researchers reported coaches struggling with the cultural shift 
associated with adopting a GBA. Researchers noted coaches feeling a loss of credibility in 
adopting this new facilitative role (Roberts, 2011) with a constant dilemma of knowing 
when to intervene and when not to (Thomas et al., 2013). The difficulties highlighted in 
this review could be explained by previous research (Casey, 2014; Goodyear & Dudley, 
2015) that suggest teachers/coaches may be reluctant to use player-centred approaches due 
to limited understanding on how to interact when repositioning to the role of a facilitator.  
With the exception of the study by Llobet-Martí, López-Ros, and Vila (2017), there was 
limited evidence within this review of sustained periods being made available for 
discussion, debate and dialogue following questioning. One reason for this may be due to 




the various studies simply reporting on the questioning component of the pedagogy and less 
so on the opportunities that the coach provided for dialogue/player discussion. A second 
reason appears to lie in the coaches’ perceived environmental pressures and time 
constraints in competitive team sports. For example, Evans and Light’s studies (2006; 
2010) highlighted that coaches felt under pressure to win and therefore could not 
“experiment” as much as they would have liked with new ideas / innovation (see also Pill, 
2015; Roberts, 2011). These examples illustrate the pressure coaches in competitive sports 
are under, which can result in coaches attempting to control as many variables as possible 
(Potrac et al., 2007). 
2.3.2.3 Coach education.  
Coach education was the focus of two studies and appeared as a central discussion topic in 
several other studies. The delivery of GBA pedagogy via formal coach education methods 
was seen as problematic in the two coach education focused studies included in this review 
(Reid & Harvey, 2014; Roberts, 2011). For example, Reid and Harvey (2014) highlighted 
coaches feeling dissatisfaction with the support provided when attempting to implement 
Game Sense. Coaches in this study firstly noted that there was a lack of opportunity for 
dialogue, feedback and mentorship. Secondly, they noted that the direct instruction 
strategies employed in the coach education course staff contrasted with the facilitative 
athlete-centred approach/philosophy of Game Sense. As National Governing Bodies begin 
to articulate and promote GBAs in their coach education courses, they must therefore 
ensure that course delivery aligns with the educational philosophies and learning theories 
associated with GBAs (Reid & Harvey, 2014).  
Researchers reported that coaches indicated favouring the mentoring approach provided by 
the study design in all four studies that used CAR (Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Evans & 
Light, 2007; Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Pill, 2016b). For coaches 
attempting to integrate a new coaching approach such as a GBA into their practice, CAR 
provides a suitable framework where coaching knowledge and practice can be developed 
through experiential learning and mentoring (Cushion et al., 2003; Cushion, Ford, & 
Williams, 2012; Lynch & Mallett, 2006). Moreover, this collaborative method creates a 
“community of practice” between the coach(es) and an expert pedagogue (Jones, Morgan, 




& Harris, 2012; Wenger, 1998) where a “critical friend” can promote deeper levels of 
reflection (Knowles, Gilbourne, Borrie, & Nevill, 2001). Therefore, it seems plausible that 
coach education providers could adopt an action research framework to assist their coaches 
in developing competence in using a GBA. A challenge would be the development of coach 
educators with the expertise to assist in this process.  
2.3.3 GBA Feature 4 – Building a Supportive Social and Moral Environment 
The fourth and final feature of a GBA as suggested by Light (2013) requires the coach to 
provide a supportive learning environment where athletes are encouraged to take risks, be 
creative and engage in active learning. Our analysis noted two themes aligned to this GBA 
feature: (a) affective domain development, and, (b) personal and social development. 
2.3.3.1 Affective domain development.  
Data from the affective domain was one of the most significant areas of player development 
discussed in the papers included in the current review. Motivation, fun, and/or emotion 
were referenced in all five studies where data were specifically collected on players’ 
perceptions of coaches using GBAs. Players experiencing greater motivation and 
enjoyment as a result of the employment of a GBA intervention was reported by 
researchers in all five of these studies (Evans & Light, 2007; Thomas et al., 2013). The 
findings from the study of Thomas and colleagues (2013) aptly summarises the player 
perceptions noted across these five studies. For example, through participating in GBA-
focused sessions, researchers reported players experiencing greater enjoyment, increased 
game involvement through small-sided games, and increased motivation through tactical 
goal setting. These findings are supported by GBA research in physical education where 
researchers have found that GBA sessions are effective in maintaining player task focus 
and consequently ensuring players remain motivated and interested (Gray, Sproule, & 
Morgan, 2009). Positive reports were also noted across the reviewed studies with respect to 
the strength of the player-coach relationship because of GBA pedagogy (Evans & Light, 
2007; Pill, 2016b) with players appreciative of the coaches’ attempts to include them in the 
process. Therefore, the coach positioning himself or herself as a partner and co-participant 
in learning, enhances the learning environment (Davis & Sumara, 1997; Light, 2008). 
However, Pill (2016b) found that while seven of eight players in his study appreciated the 




change towards more player centred coaching, one player felt the coach was trying to be 
too friendly.  
2.3.3.2 Personal and social development of players.  
Personal and social development (i.e., responsibility, ownership, fair play) of players was 
also observed in several reviewed studies. For example, the transferring of responsibility 
for learning to the players through a decrease in coach instruction and an increase in time 
allocated within sessions for questioning was perceived positively by the coaches who 
utilised a GBA pedagogy (Llobet-Martí et al., 2017). Moreover, researchers reported that 
players responded positively to the increased sense of player autonomy and empowerment 
afforded by the coach. For example, Koekoek, Van Der Kamp, Walinga, and Van 
Hilvoorde (2014) highlighted players experiencing responsibility to solve tactical problems 
themselves rather than been given the answer by the coach (see also Evans & Light, 2007). 
In addition, Harvey (2009) noted players feeling improved communication and teamwork 
within an interscholastic soccer setting because of a GBA intervention and Pill (2016b) 
reported players being high in confidence in the team’s football game plan when the coach 
used Game Sense. Finally, Atkinson and Harvey (2017) directly linked the coaches’ 
employment of the Tactical Games Model in developing the social and moral environment. 
They noted players’ ability to communicate on the field and team cohesion improving as a 
result of a wider number of players contributing to discussions during training sessions. 
Overall, the reviewed studies demonstrate a positive association between the coach 
adopting a facilitative approach, which encourages player empowerment and responsibility, 
and this should therefore be considered a key strength of GBAs. The athlete-centred 
pedagogies (Kidman & Hanrahan, 2011) associated with GBAs have the potential to create 
an enjoyable learning environment and promote learning in the affective domain (Harvey & 
Jarrett, 2014; Miller, 2015). Key to this affective and personal/social development in GBAs 
is the building of a supportive socio-moral environment where players are motivated to 
learn, encouraged to test out new ideas and speak up without fear of failure (DeVries & 
Zan, 1996).  Ryan and Deci (2007) suggest that this motivation is linked to how much 
freedom and autonomy players have in making decisions. Self-Determination Theory (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985) provides a useful framework to understand motivation and the athlete-




centred pedagogies inherent within GBAs. The theory postulates that athletes are highly 
motivated when three basic needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness are met. GBAs 
with their emphasis in empowering the player and providing a supportive environment are 
strongly placed to meet these needs.  
2.3.4 Trends and Limitations in GBA Research in Competitive Team Sport 
Settings 
The current review indicates that research interest in GBAs is growing as more than half of 
the studies (n = 15) included in this review were conducted in the past five years. This trend 
may be indicative of the recognition and growing support for GBAs in developing a wider 
range of skills that are vital for success in competitive team sport environments. However, 
we acknowledge that some studies included in the current review were based on one 
primary data collection (e.g., Evans, 2006; Light & Evans, 2010, 2013), arguably reducing 
the number of included studies from 23 to 18. Further research interest in GBAs is therefore 
needed so that claims about the efficacy/lack of efficacy of coaches’ use of GBAs in 
competitive team sport settings can be solidified. Future studies are warranted across a 
broader scope of geographical areas, sport types and coaching contexts than identified 
through this current review.  
Several issues were identified in terms of study designs in this review. Only three studies 
reported employing benchmark validation procedures of the coaches’ use of GBAs.  
Benchmark validation ensures that the intervention takes place in the true nature in which it 
was designed and that the intervention being employed was following the steps outlined in 
that specific GBA. Smith and Ragan (1999) suggest that when conducting any research 
involving pedagogical models, it is necessary to validate that methods of instruction are 
aligned with the framework set out by that specific approach. Harvey and Jarrett (2014) 
maintain that a greater acceptance of GBAs would be secured by greater reporting of 
intervention and validation procedures.  
There were some notable trends in the measurements employed throughout the studies in 
this review. Qualitative methods were favoured in the reviewed studies while quantitative 
methods such as systematic observation and objective measurements of coach or player 
performance were rarely employed and only present in a small number of studies (n = 7). 




Evidence exists to suggest that coaches have a limited awareness of their coaching 
behaviours and approaches (e.g., Partington & Cushion, 2013) and therefore the inclusion 
of objective measurements such as systematic observation tools to assess coach behaviour 
(e.g., The Coach Analysis and Intervention System) could be considered in future research 
(Harvey, Song, Baek, & van der Mars, 2016). Moreover, an approach/research design that 
blends methods from interpretive and positivist paradigms would ensure that different types 
of data could be generated (Vinson et al., 2016). For example, employing qualitative 
methods such as interviews can increase the richness of quantitative data collected through 
systematic observation methods because it offers consideration of the context and situation 
within which these data were collected (Harvey et al., 2013). Using mixed-method data 
collections therefore helps researchers in addressing the limitations/strengths of each 
paradigm.  
Numerous studies in this review included intervention periods across a whole playing 
season and there was evidence of coaches still requiring more time to acclimatise 
themselves to GBAs. Longer-term intervention periods therefore, are needed in future 
studies (Miller, 2015). In addition, we support the view of Gabbett, Jenkins, and Abernethy 
(2009) for the inclusion of a retention testing period in future studies to advance our 
understanding of the effectiveness of GBAs in skill and tactical retention.  
The review noted a very small proportion of studies overtly outlining a theoretical 
framework for their research. In fact, seven out of 23 studies omitted theory entirely from 
their manuscripts. Therefore, future research needs greater focus on establishing and 
outlining the critical theory informing the research. Theory provides researchers with a 
perspective to understand and explain how learning takes place (Lyle, 2018). If 
constructivist theory is the prominent perspective within GBAs, as outlined within this 
review, then a greater emphasis is required by researchers to use this lens to guide and 
explain their findings.  
Finally, the current review highlighted that there is little evidence examining the coaches’ 
role away from formal practice sessions (e.g., video analysis, tactical group meetings, one-
to-one coaching, pre-match/half-time briefings). An examination of practice time alone 
appears to exclude a significant portion of the coach’s work that may involve spontaneous 




and “creative” efforts (Ford, Coughlan, & Williams, 2009; Groom, Cushion, & Nelson, 
2012; Smith & Cushion, 2006). While previous research has been conducted examining 
how coaches utilise video analysis with players (e.g., Groom, Cushion, & Nelson, 2011), 
this has yet to be specifically aligned to coaches who use GBAs in practice sessions and its 
potential effect on player performance and/or learning. 
2.4 Conclusions 
The current review of GBA literature in competitive team sport environments has found 
that GBAs improve players’ tactical awareness and decision-making where games and 
questioning are effectively employed. Player perceptions were positive regarding affective 
domain development. Support for GBAs in advancing players’ technical skills was limited, 
however, it is important to note that neither was a decline in skill noted. Limited research 
explored the relationship between the application of GBAs and the development of fitness, 
albeit coaches and athletes qualitatively reported progress in this domain. Despite various 
challenges in utilising GBAs, coaches can become more comfortable with employing 
GBAs through a collaborative mentoring approach that emphasises sustained practice, time 
and support for coaches.  
Notwithstanding the increase in GBA research, investigations of GBA-use in competitive 
settings remains in its infancy. The findings from this review highlight several 
recommendations including the need for future research: (a) within elite coaching settings; 
(b) examining coaches use of GBAs in other sports; (c) including and reporting validation 
procedures to ensure accuracy in delivery of GBAs; (d) employing mixed-method 
approaches; (e) examining other GBAs such as the tactical games approach; (f) using 
longer intervention periods along with retention testing; (g) investigating coaches use of 
GBA pedagogy away from formal coaching sessions such as video analysis and pre-
game/half-time meetings; (h) investigating GBAs and their influence on physical indices 
(number of accelerations, time active, meters covered, heart rate) and fitness.  
 
  




Chapter 3 – Theoretical Framework 




Chapter 3 Preface 
The previous chapter presented a review of the GBA studies set in sports coaching settings. 
The review of the literature identified that GBAs are beneficial for improving players’ 
decision-making, tactical awareness and off-the-ball movement. Furthermore, the review 
highlighted that coaches and players reported improvements in the areas of fitness, 
motivation and player responsibility. There was less support for the development of skill 
execution through GBAs. The review also identified a need for future research studies to be 
set in a variety of sports, contexts and geographical locations. The focus of the review was 
concerned with addressing the body of research conducted on GBAs in sports coaching 
settings to date. As a consequence, in Chapter 2 there was little discussion of the theories 
relevant to GBAs. Understanding the theoretical underpinning of GBAs is important as it 
allows researchers and practitioners to understand how/why learning takes place. The 
following chapter builds on the body of research presented in the literature review in 
Chapter 2 by reviewing the relevant theories to GBAs and thus justifying/outlining a 
theoretical framework for this PhD programme.   





‘Learning’ in sports coaching terms can be described as a “change in the capability of a 
person to perform a skill; it must be inferred from a relatively permanent improvement in 
performance as a result of practice or experience” (Magill & Anderson, 2017, p. 89). 
Furthermore, Butler (2005) argues that learning is not merely the transmission of 
knowledge from one to another but is a far more complex process. The coach’s recognition 
of what learning is and how it takes place is an integral element influencing the coaching 
process (Lyle, 2018; Reid & Harvey, 2014). Learning theories help researchers and coaches 
to understand how learning takes place. Research highlights a lack of coach awareness and 
understanding of learning theories that underpin set coaching pedagogical approaches 
(Cushion & Nelson, 2013). In cases where no specific learning theory is identified by a 
coach, their practice will reflect an implicit learning theory (Armour, 2010). Implicit 
learning theories, also referred to as folk pedagogies (Bruner, 1999), reflect strong and 
(often) unchallenged beliefs about what is learned and how learning is facilitated (Armour, 
2010; Nelson, Cushion, Potrac, & Groom, 2014; Stodter & Cushion, 2017). Consequently, 
it is likely that the coach will not realise the influence of personal experience nor appreciate 
the impact of powerful assumptions on their practice (Armour, 2010). Sports coaching 
research highlights that it is important for coaches to acknowledge and reflect on how such 
personal values and beliefs shape coaching and learning decisions (Abraham & Collins, 
2011; Nelson et al., 2014). Therefore, researchers recommend that sports coaching 
practitioners would benefit from a thorough grounding in theories of learning (Barnson, 
2014; Nash, 2015; Nelson et al., 2014; Turnnidge & Côté, 2018).  
Acquiring an understanding of the different learning theories and how they explain the 
different ways in which players learn may facilitate a greater appreciation for the 
underlying principles involved in a set pedagogical approach and therefore lead to a more 
authentic and sustained application by coaches (Armour & Chambers, 2014; Cronin, 
Walsh, Quayle, Whittaker, & Whitehead, 2018; Renshaw et al., 2016). In addition, an 
understanding of learning theories places the coach in a position to select strategies based 
on intelligent and reasoned strategy selection (Ertmer & Newby, 2013) whilst holding a 
reliable source on predicting (Abraham & Collins, 2011; Richey, 1986) how these 




strategies are likely to impact their players. Viewing and understanding learning from this 
perspective will ensure that coaching practice is informed by theoretical principles rather 
than by guesswork or traditional ways of doing things (Renshaw, Davids, Newcombe, & 
Roberts, 2019; Stodter & Cushion, 2017).  
Traditionally, motor learning theory has been used to explain the learning that occurs 
through sport (Light & Evans, 2018; Magill & Anderson, 2017). Motor learning is the 
study of the processes involved in acquiring and refining skills (Magill & Anderson, 2017). 
Notwithstanding some developments in motor learning theory that recognise the 
complexity of learning (Berry, Abernethy, & Côté, 2008), such theory is limited in its 
capacity to make sense of the ways in which an individual’s experiences within specific 
socio-cultural settings shape what is learned and how it is learned (Light & Evans, 2018). 
Fleming, Robson and Smith (2005) expand on this point by proposing learning in sports 
coaching environments can take place through a number of different mediums. Such 
learning can be achieved through auditory, visual, kinaesthetic, written modes or a 
combination of these. Davis, Sumara, and Luce-Kapler (2000) propose that 80% of what 
we learn takes place at a non-conscious level. Together, these views present learning as 
being more than an unproblematic and linear process. Traditional views of learning with 
their origins in motor learning find it difficult to account for these multiple forms and 
multi-faceted nature of learning (Light, 2008). Consequently, over the past 20 years, the 
sports coaching literature has proposed a number of different theories in an attempt to 
explain and understand this view of learning as complex.  
Over the past two decades, researchers in physical education and sports coaching have 
drawn on a range of learning theories to explain the learning that takes place in GBAs. 
Three of these theories were briefly highlighted within the review of the literature. One of 
these theories, Ecological Dynamics (ED) (Davids, Araújo, Hristovski, Passos, & Chow, 
2012), a contemporary motor learning theory, has been proposed as a suitable theoretical 
framework to explain learning in GBAs (Chow et al., 2016; Stolz & Pill, 2014; Tan et al., 
2012). ED is an integration of Ecological Psychology (Gibson, 1979) and Dynamical 
Systems Theory (Kugler, Kelso, & Turvey, 1980). ED considers athletes and sports teams 
as complex adaptive systems (Renshaw et al., 2019) and that sport expertise is developed 




through interactions between players and their respective performance environments 
(Araujo, Davids, Cordovil, Ribeiro, & Fernandes, 2009). While this contemporary motor 
learning theory more clearly takes into account the complexity of learning, some GBA 
scholars opine that this theoretical perspective still overlooks the social and interpretative 
elements of the learning process (Light, 2008). GBAs promote strategies which encourage 
players to take a more active role within the learning environment. Often referred to as 
“player centred”, these strategies promote player ownership and empowerment leading to 
increased forms of player motivation. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 
1985), the second theory mentioned in the literature review, is a powerful theory of 
motivation that postulates if three basic psychological needs are met (autonomy, 
competence, relatedness), this will result in high levels of self-determined motivation. 
Accordingly, SDT is well placed to provide guidance and understanding with regards to the 
impact of the player centred strategies inherent within GBAs, and, indeed, has become a 
popular framework amongst the GBA academic community (Claver et al., 2017; Gill-Arias 
et al., 2020; Harvey et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2014; Wang & Wang, 2018). However, for 
the past 20 years, the constructivist perspective has been the dominant theory associated 
with learning through GBAs (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Light, 2013).  
Constructivist theories of learning see the learner drawing on prior experience and 
knowledge to interpret and make sense of learning experiences (Light & Georgakis, 2007). 
More recent theorising by Light (2008; 2013) has seen the adoption of the more general 
term Complex Learning Theory (CLT) to describe the basic ideas underpinning GBAs. In 
essence, CLT condenses a range of constructivist theories and proposes that learning is a 
complex process of adaptation that is social and interpretative in nature (Harvey & Light, 
2015). CLT views GBAs as facilitating learning through the actions of the body during 
games and through discussion and debate in between game-related activity (Light & Fawns, 
2003; Light & Harvey, 2015). 
The current PhD programme of research proposes CLT as the dominant theory to guide and 
explain this research programme. This prominent position is reflected throughout the thesis. 
In addition, the potential of SDT and ED to offer a contribution to the current research is 
recognised. Specifically, in adopting a pragmatic position, I recognised the contribution ED 




can offer in the area of practice design and SDT in facilitating a greater understanding of 
the impact of the player-centred strategies adopted within GBAs. Accordingly, there are 
some occasional references to these theories within the thesis that reflect their position as 
subservient theories to CLT. Therefore, this chapter presents a background to each theory 
and discusses the potential of each theory to inform and explain learning within GBAs.  
3.2 ED Theory 
ED theory, the overarching theoretical explanation for the Constraints Led Approach 
(Renshaw et al., 2010), has recently been identified by scholars in the GBA literature (e.g., 
Pill, 2014) as a means of understanding the learning that takes place as a result of game 
design. ED is an integration of Ecological Psychology and Dynamical Systems Theory.  
Ecological Psychology emphasises the relationship between the individual and the 
environment (Gibson, 1979); that is, the behaviours of individuals cannot be understood 
without taking into account information relating to the task and the environment in which 
that task is performed. Thus, knowledge about a movement or tactical decision to be made 
is not “constructed” based on the existence of some internal representation located at higher 
levels of the human movement system (Davids, Renshaw, et al., 2005; Tan et al., 2012). 
Instead, Ecological Psychology argues that biological organisms (humans included) are 
surrounded by various environmental factors that act as information to elicit goal-directed 
behaviour (Tan et al., 2012). With practice, a learner can access this information in the 
environment to achieve a specific goal (Renshaw et al., 2019). From a sports coaching 
perspective, players can learn to attune their movements to critical sources of information 
to guide their behaviours. The critical factors present in a player’s environment such as 
opponents, playing surface and equipment interact with the player’s action capabilities to 
determine what players do (Renshaw & Chow, 2018). By placing excessive importance on 
rehearsing movement patterns in isolation from the guiding information flows, traditional 
approaches in sports coaching often fail to adequately consider the environment when 
designing practice tasks leading to poor transfer from practice tasks to match play 
(Renshaw & Moy, 2018). Some of the key concepts in Ecological Psychology include 
“information movement coupling” and “affordances”, and their relationship to GBA 
coaching will be discussed in greater detail in the next section (3.2.1). 




The second theory subsumed into ED, Dynamical Systems Theory models the individual as 
a complex, adaptive system, and can be used to explain at a micro level the relationship 
between the individual and environment (Davids, Araújo, Seifert, & Orth, 2015). 
Constraints are the boundaries which shape the emergence of behaviour from a movement 
system (e.g., learner) seeking to attain a state of organisation (Newell, 1986). For example, 
central to Dynamical Systems Theory (and subsequently to ED) is the concept that any 
changes in constraints may lead to changes in the organisation of the system (Renshaw & 
Chow, 2018). This change in organisation occurs through the biological process of self-
organisation (Renshaw et al., 2019) rather than through representation-based cognitive 
mechanisms proposed by information processing accounts of motor control (and, because 
they incorporate a cognitive element, constructivist accounts). Self-organisation is best 
exemplified if we consider an individual walking on a treadmill which starts at a low pace 
(i.e., 3kmh) but gradually increases in speed, ultimately reaching a speed where an 
individual is no longer able to maintain the task demands by walking resulting in a 
reorganisation of the movement pattern to running (Raynor, Chow, Abernethy, & Jong, 
2002). The implications of manipulating constraints to induce a desired 
behaviour/movement pattern hold great potential for sports coaching settings. Indeed, the 
fundamental theory discussed in this section forms the basis for some of the key principles 
and framework for designing and understanding the efficacy of appropriate learning 
environments critical to GBAs. 
  





Figure 3.1. Graphical representation of the interacting performer, task and environmental 
constraints that act to shape behaviours (Chow et al., 2007). 
Constraints can generally be classified into three categories: performer, environment, and 
task constraints (see Figure 3.1) (Newell, 1986). Performer constraints refer to unique 
structural and functional characteristics of an individual and include factors related to their 
physiological, physical, emotive and psychological disposition. For example, smaller 
players in Gaelic football are more likely to be positioned in peripheral positions and 
receive low trajectory passes as a result of their height. Therefore, different solutions 
emerge for learners of varying characteristics and this has pedagogical implications for how 
coaches structure the learning environment (Tan et al., 2012). Environmental constraints 
refer to the physical factors effecting the performer such as the playing surface of a pitch, 
weather conditions, and altitude. In addition, social factors effecting a performer such as 
peer pressure, family support and availability of resources are also seen as environmental 
constraints. Finally, task constraints are perhaps the most important constraints from a 
sports coaching perspective because of their ease of manipulation (Renshaw, Chow, 
Davids, & Hammond, 2010). Task constraints include the rules of the task, the goal of the 
activity, the equipment to be used, and the size of the playing area. Task constraints play a 
powerful role in influencing the learners’ intentions and careful manipulation of the task 
constraints mentioned above can shape desired learners’ behaviours in sports coaching 
settings (Renshaw et al., 2010; Tan et al., 2012). Examples of manipulations of task 
constraints within GBAs include increasing the size of the pitch to facilitate greater 




attacking play or reduce to the time/touches a player has on the ball to influence support 
play.  
3.2.1 ED Informing GBA Practice 
Key ideas in ED can offer new conceptual insights into understanding practice, and 
specifically game design in GBAs. This section will investigate the contribution ED offers 
to the pedagogical principles of a GBA.  
The GBA pedagogical principle of representation outlines that reduced game forms in 
coaching sessions such as modified, mini games contain the same tactical demands of the 
full version game (Thorpe & Bunker, 1989). The aim of representation is for learners to 
experience opportunities for developing decision-making and tactical awareness through 
game forms that have been specifically designed to match the learner’s level but still 
contain the intricacies of the true game. ED offers similar guidance in highlighting that 
coaches should ensure representative practice task design within coaching sessions. A key 
underpinning concept in Ecological Psychology is the interconnectedness of the 
individual/learner and the environment. Essentially, both GBA and ED principles 
emphasise the need for the learning environment to replicate the performance environment. 
However, through its more in-depth explanation of the mechanisms underpinning motor 
control and learning, ED offers coaches more detailed guidance on how to effectively 
satisfy the principle of representation. For example, a key guideline offered by ED in task 
design is ensuring tasks are representative by keeping the information-movement coupling 
of the practice activity task aligned with the performance demands (Tan et al., 2012). This 
guideline is highlighted in cricket, whereby the movement pattern that a batsman performed 
when facing a bowling machine was shown to be fundamentally different to the movement 
pattern performed when facing a bowler, as some of the key information a batter uses to 
organise his/her actions is available prior to the release of the ball in the bowler’s run-up 
(Pinder, Renshaw, & Davids, 2009). Other examples supporting that an action performed in 
isolation from guiding information is not the same action as is performed in the presence of 
guiding information can be seen in the basketball jump-shot (Van Maarseveen & Oudejans, 
2018), Olympic diving (Barris, Davids, & Farrow, 2013) and soccer defending (Orth, 
Davids, Araújo, Renshaw, & Passos, 2014).  




Understanding the ED concept of affordances may further benefit coaches in their attempts 
to design representative games. Affordances refer to opportunities for action provided for 
the individual by the environment (Gibson, 1979). The dynamic and spontaneous nature of 
team sports means that the environments are ever changing with various affordances being 
presented to an individual through their interaction with teammates, opponents, and tactical 
systems. For example, the movement of a teammate off-the-ball could make space and 
afford the player in possession the opportunity to exploit that space. The key point from a 
representative learning design perspective, is that players need to be placed in realistic 
learning environments in training sessions where they can attune to such information 
therefore enabling them to make intelligent and informed decisions based on exposure and 
familiarity to their own team-mates and opposition characteristics (Pill, 2014; Renshaw & 
Chow, 2018; Renshaw et al., 2010). However, the same task/environmental situations will 
not offer the same affordances for everyone (Dicks, Davids, & Button, 2010). Dicks et al. 
(2010) found that the faster the goalkeeper, the later a penalty kick dive was initiated. In 
addition, Christian and Kearney (2015) described how differences in an individual’s height 
may influence their climbing style. This point holds important implications for coaches to 
assess their players’ individual constraints or individual differences when designing 
practice tasks. 
The pedagogical principle of exaggeration emphasises the need in game design to modify 
rules and space to explicitly target a tactical problem and in doing so provide players with 
increased exposure to a set tactical problem than they might receive in the full game 
(Thorpe & Bunker, 1989). Essentially, exaggeration requires the coach manipulating task 
constraints as outlined in the ED literature. In modifying such rules (task constraints), the 
coach attempts to emphasise a specific pattern of play by making the desired concept 
obvious to the learners (albeit implicitly), thus constraining them towards learning about a 
specific tactical problem (Tan et al., 2012). For example, in Gaelic football, a coach may 
seek to impose a “4 steps only” constraint on all players in possession as a means of 
exaggerating the support play of others off-the-ball. The ED literature extends guidance for 
coaches on this matter with the notion of constrain to afford. Coaches should include task 
constraints that afford players the opportunity to explore a variety of different solutions to 
achieve the desired pattern. In addition, coaches must be aware of over-constraining the 




learning environment by incorporating rules which are too prescriptive therefore limiting 
the range of potential affordances (Renshaw & Chow, 2018). For example, in Gaelic 
football a coach may seek to develop a team’s ability to transition quickly from defence to 
attack by imposing a kick-pass only rule (players can move forward with the ball in Gaelic 
football by hand-passing, kick-passing and carrying) in a practice task. Invariably, such a 
rule is likely to result in poor decision-making with players forced to kick-pass the ball 
when a hand-pass or carry may be superior options. A potential solution to this example of 
over constraining may be for the coach to allow “free play” but to reward successful kick-
passes in the form of a mark (as in Australian rules football) or extra points. In this way, 
player’s attention is still being directed towards a preferred behaviour by the coach but 
other potential solutions are not inhibited.  
To avoid over-constraining players and to further assist coaches’ employment of the GBA 
principle of exaggeration, practice activities should include repetition without repetition. 
Repetition without repetition emphasises the need to include variability in practice tasks as 
a means of assisting an individual to develop competency in searching for and exploring 
effective adaptable movement solutions (Bernstein, 1967; Renshaw & Chow, 2018). 
Repetition without repetition is built on the premise that in team sports, as no two passes 
are ever identical, players need lots of opportunities to pass to different team members and 
require players to adapt to these many different situations (Button, Davids, & Schollhorn, 
2006). Therefore, coaches must facilitate this process in the design of practice tasks to 
ensure players experience variability in the multiple ways a task can be achieved. The 
amount of variability factored into a session must be aligned to the developmental level of 
the player (Renshaw & Chow, 2018). Consequently, when coaches are applying the GBA 
principle of exaggeration, task constraints with low variability which guide the learner 
towards one or two functional solutions may be beneficial for beginners, while greater 
variability which promotes more adaptable behaviour can be included in task constraints for 
experts. 
The pedagogical principle of tactical complexity is concerned with the design of practice 
tasks that are developmentally appropriate taking into account the ability and needs of the 
learner (Thorpe & Bunker, 1989). Coaches are advised to design a progression of game 




forms that incrementally increase in complexity and prescribe tasks accordingly. A 
complementary concept in ED relates to the idea of task simplification. In task 
simplification, the complexity of a task may be reduced by the manipulation of task 
constraints. Critically, where ED provides additional guidance to the coach is by detailing 
how and why information-movement coupling must be maintained within these simplified 
practice tasks to ensure transfer of learning across the various levels of tactical complexity. 
The points included in this section highlight a complimentary relationship that exists 
between GBAs and ED (see Table 3.1). Specifically, due to the more detailed explanation 
of underpinning theoretical constructs, ED principles may provide additional guidance 
around the design of games and practice tasks.  
Table 3.1  
Interacting principles across GBAs and ED 
GBA Principles ED Principles 
Task representation Representative learning design 
Information movement coupling 
Affordances 
Task exaggeration Task constraints 
Constrain to afford 
Repetition without repetition 
Tactical complexity Task simplification 
 
Notwithstanding the theoretical contribution to practice and game design offered in the ED 
literature, the theory largely dismisses the use of explicit intra- and inter-individual 
dialogue within practice sessions. There is a strong requirement within GBAs to employ 
such explicit coaching methods in the form of questioning and providing opportunities for 
player dialogue (Light, 2013). While questioning is alluded to in the ED coaching literature, 




it is merely referred to as another constraint that may or may not be used (Renshaw et al., 
2016). ED assumes that expert performance derives from the emergence of an adaptive, 
functional relationship between an organism and its environment (Araújo & Davids, 2011), 
rather than from an increased complexity of computational and memorial processes (Shaw, 
2003). Questioning, as advocated within GBAs, is proposed to develop a player’s 
understanding of game situations and when/how/why to use a skill in a given situation 
(Harvey & Light, 2015). In other words, through questioning the player can construct 
meaning and understanding of a particular subject matter before then applying this 
constructed knowledge in the form of action at a later point. The construction of meaning 
and understanding are critical tenets within GBAs. However, as this form of knowledge 
construction is not acknowledged within ED, the theory is limited in its capacity to guide 
coaches in their use of the dialogue-based strategies that are deemed critical within GBAs.  
3.3 Self-Determination Theory 
Over the last 30 years, motivation has featured extensively in the sports coaching and 
coaching pedagogy literature (Morgan, 2016). SDT is a complex empirically based and 
organismic theoretical framework used to explain motivational processes in sports coaching 
contexts (Sierra-Diaz et al., 2019; Moy et al., 2015; Rochi & Pelletier, 2017). According to 
SDT, motivation can be arranged along a continuum corresponding to the extent to which 
an individual’s behaviour is self-motivated and self-determined (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
Three different motivation constructs are outlined on the continuum. At the low end of the 
continuum, there is an absence of any kind of motivation to engage in a specific setting, 
known as amotivation. Amotivation is present when individuals act passively through an 
activity (e.g., players going through the motions). The second construct on the continuum, 
external motivation, refers to the extent to which an individual’s engagement within an 
activity is being conditioned by external or environmental factors. Within this construct, 
external factors such as social recognition or avoidance of punishment may result in 
regulation that is controlling (i.e., non-self-determined extrinsic motivation) to activities 
that are personally valued, resulting in identified and integrated regulation that is non-
controlling (i.e., self-determined extrinsic motivation). The final point on the continuum, 
intrinsic motivation, refers to the most self-determined form of motivation. Intrinsic 




motivation is present when an individual engages in activity for inherent and personal 
reasons as a result of the delight and interest that the activity itself implies. SDT stipulates 
that players are more likely to continually engage in behaviours for which they feel 
intrinsically motivated rather than feeling obliged externally to do so (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  
According to SDT, the mechanism through which individuals advance on the continuum 
towards more self-determined and intrinsically motivated behaviour is the satisfaction of 
three basic psychological needs: autonomy (i.e., desire to commit to an activity due to one’s 
own choice), competence (i.e., desire to interact efficiently with the environment and 
situation), and relatedness (i.e., desire to feel part of the group) (Deci & Ryan, 2000). SDT 
postulates that if the context promotes the support of the three psychological needs, 
individuals are more likely to experience satisfaction. Consequently, individuals become 
more autonomously motivated and this in turn gives rise to high quality motivation (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000). Clearly, an investment by sports coaches in ensuring their practice is replete 
with strategies that meet these three psychological needs hold potential to positively impact 
their coaching approach.  
3.3.1 SDT Informing GBA Practice 
Narrative systematic reviews of the GBA literature (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Kinnerk et al., 
2018; Miller, 2015; Stolz & Pill, 2014) have reported positive findings of students and 
players experiencing increased motivation as a result of their involvement within GBA 
sessions. Therefore, it is unsurprising that many GBA scholars in the fields of physical 
education and sports coaching have adopted SDT as a guiding theory within their research 
(e.g., Claver et al., 2017; Gil-Arias et al., 2020; Harvey et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2014; 
Wang & Wang, 2018). GBAs advocate the coach employing a range of pedagogical 
strategies aimed at placing the learner at the centre of the learning environment. 
Consequently, many of these strategies hold the potential to meet the three psychological 
needs within SDT. The following section outlines how the three needs: autonomy, 
competence and relatedness may be utilised to explain and guide GBA pedagogy. 
The first of the SDT psychological needs presented in this section is autonomy. Having a 
sense of autonomy means “being the perceived origin or source of one’s own behaviour” 




(Deci & Ryan, 2002, p. 7). Individuals who feel a sense of autonomy are likely to locate at 
the intrinsic motivation construct of the SDT continuum whereby behaviours emanate from 
within and are of personal volition removed from external influences (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
The potential benefits in attaining this form of self-determined motivation has seen much of 
the research utilising SDT focus on how coaches can adopt an autonomy supportive 
coaching style to foster their athletes sense of autonomy.  
Results have shown that an autonomy supportive coaching style is significantly related to 
athletes’ perceived autonomy and higher levels of self-determination (Amrose & Anderson-
Butcher, 2015; Brinton, Hill, & Ward, 2017; Felton & Jowett, 2013; Ochinno et al., 2014). 
In a review, Ochinno et al. (2014) summarised that coaches who use autonomy supportive 
behaviours are able to support their athletes in four key ways: a) satisfy psychological 
needs; b) sustain intrinsic motivation; c) promote continued engagement in sport; and d) 
enhance athletic performance (e.g., invest more effort; persist longer at task; and perform at 
a higher level). Indeed, GBAs are suggested as a medium that encourage coaches to be 
autonomy supportive (Claver et al., 2017; Memmert et al., 2015). Research conducted 
within GBAs where SDT has been used as a guiding framework have reported positive 
findings in the area of player and student autonomy (e.g., Claver et al., 2017; Gill-Arias et 
al., 2020; Harvey et al., 2017). A recent study by Gill-Aris et al. (2020) found that an 
intervention delivered through TGfU encouraged students to assume responsibilities and 
make independent decisions, which led to them reporting greater enjoyment and perceived 
competence when compared to physical education lessons delivered via a traditional 
instruction model.  
Mageau and Vallerand (2003) developed a motivational model guided by SDT in which 
they illustrate that the environment in which coaches’ autonomy supportive behaviours 
occur positively influences athletes’ motivation. This model has been the catalyst for the 
promotion of research and practice using an autonomy supportive approach in sports 
coaching and is well positioned to inform GBA practice. Seven pedagogical characteristics 
of autonomy supportive behaviour are outlined within the model: a) providing choice 
within boundaries, b) providing a rationale for tasks, c) asking for and considering other’s 
thoughts and feelings, d) providing athletes with opportunities to take initiative, e) 




providing non-controlling competence feedback, f) avoiding controlling behaviours and g) 
reducing the perception of ego-involvement in athletes.  
Collectively, the seven pedagogical characteristics should foster satisfaction of the three 
psychological needs, especially autonomy, thus promoting autonomous motivation, and 
subsequent adaptive outcomes in players’ behaviours and feelings (Mageau & Vallerand, 
2003; Ochino et al., 2014). A critical outcome of these characteristics lies in explicating a 
road map of what autonomy should look like. This may be helpful for GBA coaches in 
striving to attain an environment where the athlete is at the centre. There is some guidance 
within the GBA literature as regards autonomy, but more is needed. For example, Light’s 
(2013) framework suggests that GBA coaches need to provide a supportive socio-moral 
environment where athletes are comfortable and prepared to get involved and take risks. 
The seven pedagogical features outlined by Mageau and Vallerand (2003) may be used to 
support coaches in providing a supportive socio-moral environment. For example, coaches 
may consider if their pedagogical strategies are providing choice within boundaries.  While 
a GBA aims to provide more ownership and control to the players, according to SDT 
literature it is important that this shift is guided with structure (Jones & Standage, 2006). 
Therefore, when providing players with opportunities to come up with their own specific 
tactics, GBA coaches may accompany this challenge with a number of possible options for 
players to inform their decisions. In this way, coaches are still empowering the players by 
providing them with choice and a sense of ownership but critically are ensuring that this 
autonomy is supported by a deliberate pedagogical strategy (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; 
Morgan, 2016). Similarly, the GBA environment is replete with opportunities to employ the 
other six characteristics to assist the coach in adopting autonomy supportive behaviours. In 
a collaborative action research study aimed at helping a rugby coach to adopt game sense in 
his practice, Light and Evans (2007) reported positive findings of players experiencing a 
greater sense of autonomy as a result of the intervention. Specifically, players associated an 
increased sense of autonomy by the coach providing opportunities to lead reviews after 
matches, offering regular feedback on performance, and providing a clear rationale in 
relation to the purpose of specific training tasks. The introduction of these three 
pedagogical strategies noticed by the players are consistent with the autonomy supportive 
behaviours outlined by Mageau and Vallerand (2003).  




Competence is another basic psychological need presented in SDT. According to Deci and 
Ryan (2002, p. 7), competence is “feeling effective in one’s on-going interactions with the 
social environment and experiencing opportunities to exercise and express one’s 
capabilities”. Within a team sports context, an athlete might feel a sense of competence 
when they deem their ability sufficient to meet the demands of a specific context. For 
example, an U14 Gaelic football player might feel a high sense of competence whilst 
participating within a recreational game with their friends. This same player may feel a low 
sense of competence if competing in a game with U16 county players. There are certain 
strategies that a sports coach can employ to positively impact on a player’s sense of 
competence.  
Morgan (2016) highlights four key pedagogical strategies that a coach may use to meet a 
player’s competency needs. Firstly, coaches should facilitate an environment that allows 
players to be involved in setting their own self-referenced goals. Ideally, these goals should 
be process driven rather than outcome goals. The coach plays an important role in sharing 
the responsibility of setting appropriate goals with the player to ensure goals are realistic 
and players can achieve a sense of competency (Jones & Standage, 2006). The second 
strategy outlined by Morgan (2016) relates to task differentiation. He suggests that coaches 
should provide varying levels of difficulty within the design of tasks to cater for players 
progressing at different rates. Within all coaching environments, there are a range of 
different abilities and the coach’s awareness and expertise to cater for this variety are 
critical in meeting players’ competence needs. Thirdly, Jones (2006) encourages coaches to 
recognise players on an individual level. The SDT literature further suggests that coaches 
need to view players as individuals when observing them, and to realise they are all at 
various points on their personal journey, with different levels of confidence and self-esteem 
(Brinton et al., 2017; Killingbeck & Whitehead, 2015; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). 
Consequently, coaches should seek to consider the motives of the learner rather than their 
own, and base their recognition of a player’s progress on their individualised improvement. 
The final strategy relates to the corrective feedback that a coach delivers. A coach 
delivering feedback in relation to player’s performance where the content is predominantly 
negative can convey messages of low competence and thus affect athlete’s motivation 
(Mouratidis, Lens, & Vansteenkiste 2010). Conversely, coaches can positively impact a 




player’s sense of competence by providing feedback which highlights specific areas to 
improve performance (areas under the player’s control), showing empathy, and using a 
considerate tone (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Mouratadis et al., 2010). 
GBAs are well placed to address players’ competence needs as many of the advocated 
strategies highlighted above and within the wider SDT coaching research are promoted 
pedagogical strategies within the GBA literature (Light, 2013; Mitchell et al., 2013). 
Therefore, it is unsurprising that recent GBA studies have reported positive findings in 
relation to player and student competence through their participation within a GBA (Claver 
et al., 2017; Harvey et al., 2017; Wang & Wang, 2018). For example, Wang and Wang 
(2018) when using SDT as a guiding theoretical framework reported that a GBA 
intervention was successful in improving students’ feelings of competence. Specifically, the 
use of small-sided games and task differentiation adopted within the GBA provided 
students with opportunities to be involved thus fostering their sense of competence within 
lessons.  
Relatedness is the final of the three basic psychological needs within SDT. Relatedness 
refers to “feeling connected to others, caring for and being cared for by others” (Deci & 
Ryan, 2002, p. 7). In a sports coaching setting, relatedness could mean a player’s sense of 
connection to their coach, teammates, or supporters such as family, friends and fans. While 
SDT postulates autonomy, competence, and relatedness as all necessary to predicting self-
determined and intrinsic levels of motivation, research for the most part has failed to focus 
on the relatedness construct independent of autonomy and competence (Brinton et al., 
2017).  The available research in the SDT literature has linked a coach’s feedback style as 
one way of fostering a player’s sense of relatedness (e.g., Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; 
Mouratidis et al., 2010; Wu et al., 2014; Carpentier & Mageau, 2013) while, the 
pedagogical coaching research offers some additional strategies a coach may use. 
Carpentier and Mageau (2013) suggest that a coach can develop a player’s sense of 
relatedness by providing corrective feedback which is delivered in a considerate tone, 
considers their feelings, and invites dialogue. In doing this, the coach ensures that the 
player feels safe in what is a potentially vulnerable position of having someone critique 
their performance. A coach’s commitment to providing feedback in this compassionate yet 




corrective style supported by regular feedback interactions with the player are critical 
elements in building trust between player and coach (Carpentier & Mageau, 2013). The 
player-centred approach promoted within GBAs which encourages coaches to build a 
trusting relationship through supportive feedback and collaborative interactions are 
consistent with such guidelines (Light, 2013). GBA intervention studies in coaching 
settings have supported this notion showing that the intervention fostered a new coach 
player relationship characterised not only by more interactions between player and coach 
but also more meaningful dialogue (Evans & Light, 2007; Pill, 2016b). Thus, the GBA 
coach can support a player’s sense of relatedness by a meaningful investment in their 
dialogue which is frequent, shows empathy and invites their opinions (Jones, Armour, & 
Potrac, 2004; Sparks, Dimmock, Whipp, Lonsdale, & Jackson, 2015).  
Morgan (2016) suggests that an effective climate of cooperation and teamwork are critical 
elements in developing players’ sense of relatedness. An important role of the coach is 
developing strategies which provide opportunities for team work and facilitate players’ 
sense of belonging. Co-operative grouping is one method that a coach may employ to 
promote team-work, and small-sided games provide an appropriate medium through which 
this method may be operationalised. For example, the coach may spend time in the 
planning process of a coaching session selecting teams which contain a range of abilities 
and within these teams identifying a number of responsibilities (e.g., team captain, half-
time team talk, play-maker, man-marker) to give each player an active role and sense of 
purpose. Employing deliberate strategies in relation to grouping and role responsibility 
stimulate the possibilities that a player will feel a sense of belonging in meaningfully 
contributing to their team. In addition, small-sided games maximise the chances of players 
being active participants by offering more players the opportunity to experience leading 
roles. This sense of belonging, inclusion and team affiliation are consistent with the need 
for relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  
In summary, SDT suggests that athletes are motivated when three basic psychological 
needs are met. Many of the pedagogical strategies advocated within the GBA literature are 
appropriate in addressing these three basic needs. In particular, GBAs with their emphasis 
on player-centred strategies are consistent with proposals within the SDT literature to meet 




players’ sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness.  Therefore, SDT is well placed to 
help us understand many of the player centred strategies GBA coaches use and their 
possible impact on players’ motivation. However, motivation and the concept of being 
player-centred are only parts of the GBA coaching process. The two theories covered 
within this chapter have shown their merits in offering some contributions to GBAs. 
Notwithstanding these contributions, the theories have been limited in providing 
understanding and guidance around pedagogy and the development of understanding within 
players. The final theory to be discussed in this chapter, CLT, is best positioned to fill these 
gaps and is therefore justified as the prominent theory within this PhD programme. 
3.4 CLT 
3.4.1 Introduction to CLT 
Davis and Sumara (2003) first proposed a “complex” learning theory as a means of 
circumventing some of the confusion and contradictions between the various different 
constructivist theories. Light (2008) developed this concept, and proposed CLT as a means 
to describe the core principles underpinning GBAs. While CLT has been developed to 
encapsulate the “varied constructivisms” (Davis & Sumara, 2003) (Davis & Sumura, 2003, 
p. 137), Light, Harvey, et al. (2014) stress that CLT is also inclusive of theoretical 
approaches such as situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Therefore, before discussing 
CLT in detail, it is important to understand some of the various constructivist theories that 
inform CLT.  
3.4.2 Constructivism 
Constructivism is a theory that equates learning with creating meaning from experiences 
(Bednar, Cunningham, Duffy, & Perry, 1991). Constructivism views the learner as an 
active participant in the learning process “who interacts with both a meaningful task and the 
learning environment to literally organise experiences and construct personal meaning” 
(Rink, 1999, p. 152). From a constructivist perspective, experience and understanding are 
in constant interaction, and through active engagement, persons, action and the world are 
connected in all knowing and learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Constructivism views 
knowledge as being actively constructed from prior knowledge as opposed to being 




imparted from an expert to a learner in a ready-made format (Hinshaw, Burden, & Shriner, 
2012). This learning involves not adding to existing knowledge but change that involves 
constructing new knowledge (Light, 2013). The term constructivism covers a diverse range 
of theories that can appear contradictory (Cobb & Yackel, 1996), but can be arranged into 
two broad camps of cognitive and social constructivism (Fosnot, 1996). 
Cognitive constructivism is based on the work of Piaget. Piaget (1970) proposed the idea 
that learning occurs at an individual level and that it is through a psychological process 
where the learner constructs his/her own meaning. Piaget argues that learning occurs as a 
consequence of the “unfolding of internal capacities” which he refers to as “cognitive 
development”. In GBAs, we see this cognitive constructivist link where players are 
encouraged to engage in activities that require higher level of thinking and reflective 
processes (Richard & Wallian, 2005). This deep engagement with the knowledge by the 
individual is generally acknowledged as the goal of understanding (Stolz & Pill, 2014; 
Wiske, 1998). Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1996) take a different perspective, viewing 
learning as a social process that involves the interaction of others, therefore being called 
social constructivism. In contrast to cognitive constructivism, social constructivism places a 
greater emphasis on the role of external dialogue. Thus, primary importance is given to 
interactions between individuals rather than on intra-individual reflection. Despite these 
two viewpoints differing as regards the origin of knowledge construction, both share a 
philosophy grounded in inquiry and problem solving (Pass, 2004). Over the past two 
decades, both constructivist theories of learning have been proposed in sports coaching and 
physical education literature to explain how learning occurs in GBAs (Butler, 2014; 
Cushion, 2013; Kirk & MacPhail, 2002; Miller, 2015) and share three common elements 
which form the basis for CLT.  
3.4.3 CLT as a Theory for a GBA 
CLT attempts to circumvent some of the contradictions between the many forms of 
constructivism by identifying three core elements underpinning all constructivism (Davis & 
Sumara, 2003). Light (2008) originally brought CLT to the sports coaching literature, 
highlighting that CLT is better suited to describe the continuous, dynamic and complex 
forms of constructivism present in GBA learning. CLT offers a more comprehensive 




description of the fundamental ideas underpinning GBAs that captures its core principles 
(Davis & Sumara, 2003; Light, 2013). The views on learning in CLT suggest that learning 
is complex, and that it is socially, culturally and physically situated (Light, 2013). In this 
section, the three elements of CLT are outlined and discussed. In doing so, this section will 
also highlight the associativity between CLT and what Light (2013) outlines as being the 
four immutable features of a GBA: 
i. the design and manipulation of games,  
ii. questioning,  
iii. opportunities for dialogue, and  
iv. building a supportive socio/moral environment.  
The three broad and interrelated elements outlined within CLT (Davis & Sumara, 2003) 
are: 
i. Learning as an ongoing active process of adaptation 
ii. Cognition is a social process and not only an intra-individual one. 
iii. Learning involves processes of interpretation in which there is no pre-given external 
reality. 
Firstly, learning is seen as an active ongoing process of adaptation. Here, learners are seen 
to be actively engaging and adapting to the environment they are in. Learners are 
encouraged to re-examine their culturally informed experiences and evolve their 
understanding through these reflections. Stolz and Pill (2014) identify a clear relationship 
between the notion of “understanding” as described in the GBA literature and active 
engagement in reflection. Teaching for understanding is concerned with a shift from 
instruction on behalf of the teacher and memorising by the learner to one of thinking and 
acting flexibly with deep conceptual and procedural knowledge in new situations (Stolz & 
Pill, 2014). Consequently, from this CLT perspective, for players to develop tactical 
awareness and decision-making capabilities, the learner thinks then acts, therefore mentally 
processing information so that the player can explicitly “understand” and interpret the 
learning environment before producing an appropriate functional movement/execution 
(Anson, Elliott, & Davids, 2005; Stolz & Pill, 2014). Within GBA practice sessions, 
players are capable of learning during game-related activity, “either spontaneously or in a 




delayed manner, of integrating that learning into subsequent play” (Storey & Butler, 2013, 
p. 136). Game-related activity in GBAs presents new challenges to players requiring 
players to examine their understanding of the game and adapt their behaviour to achieve a 
state of cognitive balance. Each modified game should challenge players’ cognition on a 
non-conscious level through their physical involvement in the game and on a conscious 
level when engaged in discussions about the game. Thus, learning initially takes place 
through the game and is subsequently enhanced by reflection and dialogue in a GBA 
(Butler, 2014; Godbout & Richard, 2000; Light, 2013).   
The coach’s role within a GBA is multifaceted in ensuring that the CLT requirement for 
learning to be active is achieved. One critical feature highlighted in the previous paragraph 
relates to the content that the coach uses and in particular the role that games play in 
player’s learning. From a CLT perspective, the learner is an active participant within the 
learning process when they engage with a meaningful task to organise and construct 
personal meaning (Rink, 1999). The coach can facilitate this process by designing games 
which provide players with opportunities to develop their decision-making that is not 
dependent on instruction and feedback from the coach. Critically, the coach must ensure 
that games are designed to achieve specific learning outcomes. The coach may design the 
environment within the planning process by using conditions to guide players towards 
some of the specific learning outcomes. In addition, the coach may manipulate the task 
further within the session if he/she deems it necessary or through discussion with the 
players. However, ultimately, the responsibility is with the players to construct meaning 
from this guiding information and their involvement in the game. This emphasis on the role 
that games plays within the learning process promotes the concept of players being 
responsible for their own learning as active learners (Light et al., 2014). GBA coaching 
studies have reported positive findings where coaches have been reported to use games 
effectively to develop player’s learning. For example, Koekeck et al. (2014) noted positive 
results in players’ learning as a result of changes induced from a GBA intervention in 
relation to the coaches’ use of games. Indeed, another significant aspect of the coach 
ensuring players are actively involved within the session, is the coach reducing their levels 
of involvement or activity. The GBA coach may achieve this by adopting the role of 




facilitator and providing opportunities for players to discuss ideas within the training 
session. This concept aligns with the second construct of CLT.  
The second construct within CLT postulates that cognition is a seen as a social process and 
not only an intra-individual one. The personal knowledge and learning activity that occur 
through social interaction and collective knowledge with teammates are seen to be 
inseparably linked to the internalisation and constant evolution of their understanding. This 
view of cognition sees it as being a continuous social process whereby social interaction is 
pivotal to learning (Light, 2013). In GBAs, social interaction is facilitated in a number of 
ways. For example, within games, players engage in a conversation of movement (Light & 
Fawns, 2003), in their movement response to opposition. In addition, verbal 
communication occurs between players in game play. However, it is the learning that takes 
place in the structured debates and discussions between players and coach(es) that makes a 
significant contribution to the learning process and is an explicit core feature within a GBA 
(Light, 2013). Through such debate, cognitive conflict occurs where players are confronted 
with differing viewpoints and thus positions an individual in a state of cognitive 
disequilibrium (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Lafont, 2012; Piaget, 1985; Ward & Lee, 2005). 
Such a state of conflict between competing perspectives promotes engagement in reflection 
of ideas and develops understanding. In addition, these social interactions facilitate the 
development of previous knowledge and the building of new knowledge serving to create 
new forms of understanding and reach equilibrium (Piaget, 1985). In CLT, learning as a 
social process would suggest that players’ discussion and competing of ideas relating to 
tactics and upcoming plays results in the development of knowledge and the generation of 
new understandings which they can generalise across situations (Fosnot, 1996; Ward & 
Lee, 2005).  
GBA coaches must recognise that there are many possibilities in which they can facilitate 
social learning within their practice. The coach may use questioning, allocate roles within 
small-sided games, provide opportunities for peer review, provide opportunities for debate 
of ideas, facilitate periods for player to develop their own strategies, and invite player led 
meetings (e.g., video analysis). While some of these strategies appear similar, there are 
subtle differences that will promote a different response from players. For example, in an 




effort to promote social learning, a GBA coach may employ questioning within their 
practice. In addition, the same coach may also provide opportunities for discussion and 
debate of ideas amongst players. On the surface, these two strategies both involve 
interaction and dialogue between coach and player, and to the untrained eye may produce 
little noticeable difference. However, a coach guided by CLT may be utilising these two 
similar strategies with different outcomes in mind. On one hand, their application of the 
questioning strategy might be deliberate and focused to shape players’ learning around a 
particular tactical concept (before letting players re-enter a game situation). Conversely, in 
relation to the debate strategy, they may be using it in order to promote a wider exploratory 
conversation around numerous tactical concepts and encourage cognitive disequilibrium 
(Piaget, 1985). At the core of each strategy is an emphasis on dialogue and awareness by 
the coach that both methods may be used to accelerate learning by bringing thinking to a 
conscious level through language (Light et al., 2014). Grehaigne et al. (2005) suggest that 
these verbalisations are critical steps towards developing players’ understanding. The 
differences are subtle, but both are capable of leading to different forms of social learning. 
It is important that the GBA coach holds an appreciation for these subtle differences and is 
knowledgeable and precise in their selection to use a particular strategy to achieve a set 
outcome. Indeed, within each strategy, in particular questioning, there are a range of styles 
that the coach can utilise to attain a learning objective. Critically, a coach informed by CLT 
and its theoretical underpinnings in relation to the construction of social knowledge is well 
positioned to select an appropriate strategy likely to positively impact players’ learning 
(Light, 2008). 
Thirdly, learning is seen as a process that involves interpretation in which there is no pre-
given external reality. This element emphasises the role of the individual and how their 
interpretation of their experiences shapes their learning. In GBAs, players’ learning is 
contextualised within game situations and thus promotes players to interpret and draw on 
their existing knowledge, skills and experiences to make sense of games and to construct 
knowledge (Light, 2013). Therefore, from a CLT perspective, real learning is that where 
knowledge is expressed in the game as knowledge in action (Light, 2008). Additionally, 
this feature incorporates the concept of the coach adopting a re-positioning role whereby 
the learner is encouraged and afforded the opportunity to make decisions independently of 




the coach. The coach’s instruction is a guide rather than to provide the universal truth; the 
player can make meaning through their own interpretations of the experience. In facilitating 
this process, the coach should be aware of the concept known as the zone of proximal 
development (Vygotsky, 1978); that is there is a zone between what can be achieved by the 
learner alone and what he/she can achieve with assistance. Therefore, the coach must take 
into account a player’s prior knowledge to assist their decisions regarding pedagogy such as 
task design complexity and questioning complexity (Harvey & Light, 2015). In the context 
of the zone of proximal development, the idea of scaffolding can guide the coach in 
adjusting the help that they provide the player.   
Scaffolding has been defined as “the help which will enable a learner to accomplish a task 
which they would not have been quite able to manage on their own and it is help which is 
intended to bring the learner closer to a state of competence which will enable them 
eventually to complete such a task on their own” (Maybin, Mercer, & Steirer, 1992, p. 
188). In other words, scaffolding or mediated learning exemplifies the adjustment in the 
levels of assistance that a learner receives from an expert (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). In 
coaching terms, this may see the coach initially providing high levels of assistance in the 
early stages of introducing a new concept before gradually reducing his/her level of input as 
the player becomes more able. Van de Pol, Volman, and Beishuizen (2010) identify three 
key features of scaffolding: (a) contingency describes adapting support to the level of the 
learner; (b) fading indicates the progressive withdrawal of the initial support provided by 
the coach; and (c) transfer of responsibility promotes an increase in the control the player 
has over the task. These features may help coaches systemise and conceptualise scaffolding 
in their application of GBA practice. For example, when designing practice sessions in 
early season, the coach may seek to include much more explicit conditions within activity 
design to highlight a specific pattern of play. Then as the season progresses, the coach may 
reduce the conditions that they use in game play therefore encouraging the players to make 
appropriate decisions based on conditions applied in previous sessions. Another example of 
scaffolding may be seen in the opportunities the coach provides for players to take 
responsibility within coaching sessions such as team-talks and group discussions. Initially, 
these may need to be coach led but a transfer of responsibility may take place as players 
become more comfortable and confident with concepts and content covered. The concepts 




of the zone of proximal development and scaffolding may facilitate coaches wishing to 
promote player discovery and interpretation within the coaching process.  
CLT’s association with GBAs offers a broader conceptualisation of the learning that occurs 
and recognises the complex nature of learning present in GBAs (Light, 2013). Specifically, 
CLTs broad appreciation of ideas emphasises a focus for coaches by “moving beyond the 
physical to see the inseparable relationship between mind, body and learning” (Light, 2008, 
p. 31). CLT is not another new theory but rather an attempt to identify and condense all 
forms of constructivism. The examination of CLT, as applied to GBAs in this section 
highlights the prominence of constructivist theory along with the application of Light’s 
(2013) four features of a GBA within this theoretical framework. Thus, CLT as a 
theoretical framework is strongly positioned to help us understand the complexity of 
learning that occurs in and through GBAs. 
3.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined that the learning within sports coaching environments as multi-
faceted. An innovative pedagogy such as a GBA presents a range of challenges 
operationalised through a variety of different pedagogical strategies that engages the player 
in different forms of learning. Traditional views of learning with their basis in motor 
learning theory are limited in their capacity to account for the complex learning inherent 
with a GBA. Accordingly, this chapter proposed CLT as the predominant theory to explain 
and understand learning within GBAs, but also presented the argument that it may be 
beneficial to consider ED and SDT as supporting frameworks to CLT. This chapter 
highlighted that ED offers new conceptual insights into understanding practice, specifically 
game design in GBAs. The detailed explanation of underpinning theoretical constructs adds 
a layer of depth to GBA coaches’ implementation of games. Within the context of this 
research, ED was utilised to assist coaches within their coach education training for the 
intervention and use of games. This chapter also presented SDT as a useful theory in which 
to understand the motivation players experience though participation within a GBA. 
Specifically, SDT acted as a useful additional framework to understand the player centred 
strategies promoted within GBAs. However, the fundamental tenets of GBAs in developing 
player understanding are strongly aligned with the constructs of CLT. CLT postulates that 




learning is active, social and interpretative. Indeed, these three constructs provide a 
framework to understand the critical elements within a GBA such as Light’s (2013) four 
features. In doing so, the three constructs of CLT provided an appropriate lens in which to 
interpret the findings within the empirical chapters of this thesis. CLT was also central 
within the intervention in guiding my role as the sports pedagogue and the articulation and 
transmission of strategies and knowledge to participant coaches. In summary, ED, SDT and 
CLT offer useful frameworks in which to understand GBAs, but CLT offers a 
comprehensive perspective and is best placed to support this research. Within the chapters 
to follow, the hierarchical framework outlined in this chapter is evident with CLT featuring 
prominently and occasional but relevant support from ED and SDT. 
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Chapter 4 Preface 
The previous chapters have presented a review of the GBA literature and outlined a 
theoretical framework within which GBAs may be investigated. Key findings within the 
review noted that GBAs could positively impact players’ decision-making, motivation 
and player responsibility. However, the review concluded that research investigating 
GBAs in sports coaching settings remains in its infancy and outlined several 
recommendations for future research. The theoretical framework chapter (Chapter 3) 
built on Chapter 2 by providing a clear theoretical framework for the programme of 
research. The chapter proposed CLT as the prominent theory to support this research. 
CLT attempts to circumvent some of the contradictions between the many forms of 
constructivism by identifying three core underpinning elements. Specifically, CLT 
proposes that learning is an active process that is social and interpretative in nature. 
CLT views GBAs as facilitating learning through the actions of the body during games 
and through discussion and debate in between game-related activity. 
The following chapter builds on the previous chapters by addressing recommendations 
outlined in Chapter 2 for future research to investigate GBA in other contexts and is 
supported by the theoretical framework of CLT outlined in Chapter 3. With no previous 
research conducted on GBAs in Gaelic football, Chapter 4 uses a survey design to 
ascertain a baseline status of coaches’ alignment with GBAs.  
. 





Research into coaching practice needs to gain a fundamental understanding of what 
coaches actually do (Brewer & Jones, 2002). Research into coaches’ practice, and more 
specifically coaching pedagogies, has received increased attention over the past decade 
(Vinson, Brady, et al., 2016). Despite the growth in research investigating coaching 
practice, more is needed across a variety of different contexts and levels2 to further our 
understanding of the complexity of the coaching process (Hall, Gray, & Sproule, 2016; 
O’Connor, Larkin, & Williams, 2018). Acquiring knowledge and information about 
coaches’ practice is significant because it provides baseline information and preliminary 
insight into coaches’ conceptions and understandings in relation to how they conduct 
their coaching sessions (Harvey et al., 2013; Hewitt, Edwards, & Pill, 2016). 
Investigating coaches’ practice through assessment of their practice activity preferences 
and sequencing of practice activities may offer an insight into the embedded philosophy 
and pedagogical approach of a coach (Cushion, 2013; Turner & Martinek, 1999). The 
coaching literature describes two dominant approaches; traditional drill-to-game and 
GBAs, which may be distinguished by the primary activity type and timing of activities 
within a coaching session. Activity types may be broadly classified as training form 
(i.e., isolated skills practice, isolated fitness) and playing form (i.e., non-prescriptive 
activities deemed relevant to game-play where players are making decisions) (Ford et 
al., 2010; Hall et al., 2016; Low, Williams, McRobert, & Ford, 2013). GBA pedagogy 
advocates the predominant use of playing form (i.e., game-related) activity within 
coaching sessions while a traditional approach is associated with large amounts of time 
spent by coaches in training form (Ford et al., 2010). In relation to the timing of 
activities, linear sequencing of activities by a coach of technical skills practice followed 
by game-related practice indicates traditional coaching methods (Pill, 2016b). In 
contrast to this approach, coaches who employ GBAs utilise a game activity as the 
starting point or “organising centre” of the session (Metzler, 2000) from which the rest 
of the session is built around, hence, why the term “game centred” is often used to 
describe GBAs (Pill, 2016).  
                                                          
2 “Contexts and levels” refer to the type of sport being played and classification of 
participation within that sport (i.e., age groups, recreational, elite). 




To date, few studies have investigated coaches’ practice according to activity type. The 
findings have generally been at odds with GBA pedagogy guidelines. For example, 
studies in soccer (65% training form, 35% playing form, [Ford et al., 2010]; 53% 
training form, 47% playing form, [Partington & Cushion, 2013]), cricket 3(69% training 
form, 19% playing form, [Low et al., 2013]), field hockey (41% training form, 35% 
playing form, [Harvey et al., 2013]), basketball (41% training form, 36% playing form, 
[Harvey et al., 2013]) and volleyball (45% training form, 39% playing form, [Harvey et 
al., 2013]) all reported coaches spending the majority of session duration in activities 
deemed less relevant to game play. However, more recent studies by Hall et al. (2016) 
(41.5% training form, 58.5% playing form) and O’Connor et al. (2018) (22.3% training 
form, 40.9% playing form) found coaches in rugby and soccer, respectively, spent 
greater time in playing form activities. To date, only one study (O’Connor et al., 2018) 
has focused specifically on coaches’ sequencing of practice activities, reporting that 
Australian youth soccer coaches followed a linear practice session format (i.e., skills 
first, games second). Given the importance of context within coaching (Côté & Gilbert, 
2009; Trudel & Gilbert, 2006), additional studies are required to investigate activity 
type and session sequencing in different sporting contexts and across different times of 
the season.  
Another line of inquiry in investigating coaches’ practice relates to the strategies that a 
coach employs within their coaching sessions. Attaining an insight into the conscious 
strategies that coaches apply within their coaching setting may reveal their affinity with 
a specific pedagogical approach (Cushion, 2013). For example, Light and Evans (2013) 
were able to determine four rugby coaches’ alignment with Game Sense pedagogy 
through exploring coaches’ strategies relating to player involvement, player learning 
and coach behaviours. Specifically, coaches who position themselves in a facilitator 
role, use questioning within coaching sessions, and encourage player involvement 
demonstrate pedagogical strategies espoused in the GBA pedagogy literature. 
Coach education in sports such as Gaelic football (Coach10/MVA – Game Based Model, 
[Horgan & Daly, 2015]) have adopted GBA benchmarks within their coaching models. 
This shift towards GBAs is consistent with the recommendations of a recent systematic 
review (Kinnerk, Harvey, MacDonncha, & Lyons, 2018), which revealed that GBAs 
                                                          
3 In cases where training form and playing form percentages do not equate to 100, an 
additional variable of “other” or “inactivity” accounts for the remaining percentage. 




improved decision-making, personal and social development, increased motivation and 
enjoyment. Furthermore, Kinnerk et al. (2018) identified that GBAs appear to be as 
effective at promoting technical development as more technique-focused approaches. 
Notwithstanding the GAA’s promotion of GBAs in coaching practice, there is currently 
no evidence to indicate whether coaches are employing GBAs or the principles of GBA 
pedagogy in their practice. Accordingly, the purpose of the present study was to 
investigate the self-reported practice activity types, session sequencing and coaching 
strategies employed by Gaelic football coaches, and assess to what extent they align 
with GBA pedagogy?  
4.2 Method 
4.2.1 Participants 
One hundred and fifty Gaelic football coaches coaching at inter-county level were 
recruited for the current study. Inter-county is the highest level of representation in 
Gaelic football. The inclusion criteria for participation in the study was that the coach 
must be coaching at inter-county level in Men’s Gaelic football between U14 and senior 
grade (adult) in the 2017 season. Table 4.1 provides the demographic details of the 
coaches. 




Table 4.1  
Demographic details of coaches 
 Number 
of coaches 
  Number  
of coaches 
Gender     
Male 149  Female 1 
     
Age range     
18-24 3  25-34 31 
35-44 69  45-54 37 
55-64 10    
     
Number of years coaching experience 
0-5 years 11  6-10 years 37 
11-15 years 44  16-20 years 28 
21 years + 30    
     
Province of team     
Connaught 31  Leinster 61 
Munster 31  Ulster 27 
     
 
4.2.2 Survey Development 
Survey study designs (Stoszkowski & Collins, 2016) have been utilised to gain insight 
into sports coaches’ perceptions on a larger scale. Given the widespread promotion of 
GBAs by the GAA and the dearth of evidence investigating their uptake, a survey 
allows for a large number of coaches’ perceptions of their practice to be gathered that is 
representative of the coaching population at inter-county level. 
An online survey to investigate Gaelic football coaches’ current practice and their 
knowledge and perceptions of GBAs was created using the Survey Monkey platform. 
The questions were designed by the research team that included: a researcher with 20 
years’ experience in survey/questionnaire design, an academic with a PhD in skill 
acquisition, a university lecturer with 10 years’ experience in sports coaching, an 




academic with 15 years’ research experience in game-based pedagogy and a PhD 
researcher who has coached inter-county Gaelic Games for 10 years. Each member of 
the research team contributed to the survey design in a unique way. For example, the 
researcher with 20 years’ experience in survey design assessed each question’s capacity 
to encourage a thorough reflection amongst participants. This was exemplified in the 
decision to include a six-point Likert scale, which this researcher felt would prompt 
greater reflection amongst participants by ruling out a middle option. On another focus, 
my particular strengths offered to the survey design process were in ensuring the survey 
was suitable for the GAA context and accessible for participants. 
Development of the survey was guided by steps outlined in educational research (Artino 
Jr, La Rochelle, Dezee, & Gehlbach, 2014). The initial phases of the survey 
development consisted of: (1) an extensive review of the GBA literature, (2) systematic 
search of previous survey studies exploring coaches’ perceptions of their practice, (3) 
reviewing benchmarks of GBA practice sessions (Metzler, 2000; Turner & Martinek, 
1999), (4) observation of Gaelic football coaching sessions (n = 6) and taking of field 
notes to establish practice activities, and (5) assessing practicing coaches’ (n = 6) 
session plans for practice activity types and definitions. Using the information gathered 
from coaches along with some of the already established academic activity type 
definitions (Coach Analysis Intervention System, [Cushion, Harvey, Muir, & Nelson, 
2012]; Systematic Observation Teaching Games – Physical Education, [Roberts & 
Fairclough, 2012]), activity type terms and their accompanying definitions (Table 4.2) 
were developed and adapted to fit a GAA context. 




Table 4.2  
Definitions of activity types and season type 
Activity type Definition 
Training form 
Drills Exercises practiced unopposed in lines that require the repetition of 
skills and prescribed directional movement. 
Skills in 
isolation 
Similar to drills but do not occur in lines/use of cones and are often 
completed with little movement/no pressure thus allowing the 
player to solely concentrate on the skill being practiced (e.g., 3 players 





Activities such as light running, dynamic movements and stretching 




Exercises completed without the ball that usually focus on improving 





Activities that involve some level of opposition where technique is 
exposed to pressure and elements of decision-making are required. 
Typically uneven or low number activities (e.g., 3vs1/2vs2/4vs2). 
Modified 
games 
Match-like play with reduced numbers to full-sided game (e.g., 
6vs6/7vs7) where space/rule restrictions may be employed (e.g., 










The first period of the year when a team starts training and before 
competitive games 
Peak season The period of the year when a team are preparing for and playing in 
championship matches. 




Two pilot studies were conducted to ensure content and face validity (Dillman, 2000). 
To ascertain content validity, the survey was piloted among a panel of experts (n = 6) 
consisting of a national coaching director, a national games development manager, two 
sports coaching researchers and two Gaelic football coaches, one with a PhD in sports 
coaching and the second coach with over 30 years coaching experience at the highest 
level. This process resulted in four modifications (e.g., further detail added to the 
definition of one practice activity term). The revised survey was then evaluated for 
flow, salience, acceptability and administrative ease (Collins, 2003) through a second 
pilot study to achieve face validity. The second pilot used a sample population of recent 
former inter-county GAA coaches (n = 18). Participants in the pilot study were asked to 
make notes regarding question/definition clarity, question design, length and overall 
survey efficiency for describing a coach’s practice. The survey took between 12 and 22 
minutes to complete, and an analysis of coaches’ feedback notes followed by a short 
interview in a number of cases resulted in four modifications. Specifically, coaches in 
the pilot phase felt that they were using a ‘game-based approach’ in their coaching, but 
that none of the options originally provided were accurate as the approach they were 
using was a version of their own and not necessarily following one particular model. 
Therefore, following feedback from participants in the pilot study phase of the survey 
development, an option was included, ‘my own version of a game-based approach’ for 
coaches to choose. The other three modifications comprised of a change to one 
question’s design to allow more accurate reporting of coaches’ practice and rewording 
of two items in order to improve clarity and intelligibility. Following these stages, the 
final version of the survey comprised 3 sections and 36 items.  
4.2.3 Survey Content 
Section 1 comprised of 14 questions relating to coaches’ background (i.e., age, 
experience, coach education) and particulars of their current coaching team/squad (i.e., 
level, region/province). Section 2 focused on coaches’ current practice. Information 
regarding session content was ascertained by requesting the coaches to estimate the 
typical percentage time spent per session in an activity type (e.g., drills, modified 
games; see Table 4.2). If a coach did not use a particular activity type, they did not enter 
a figure in that box. For this question, estimated percentage time figures were required 
to add up to 100. In a separate question, coaches were asked to sequence the order of 
their session by selecting the activity that came first, second, third and so on. Coaches 




were asked to complete these questions for two periods of the season (early and peak 
season, see Table 4.2). Asking coaches to provide details of their coaching practice for 
two distinct parts of the season gave greater context to the coach (typical inter-county 
season in GAA is 9 months) and allowed the researcher to explicate greater detail to the 
reader. Ten Likert scale questions were included in this section which explored coaches’ 
perceptions of strategies employed in coaching practice. The six-point scale (1=Strongly 
agree, 6=Strongly disagree) was used to ensure that the coaches made a definite choice 
on each item rather than simply choosing the middle option (Garland, 1991). This 
supports recommendations that suggest omitting a neutral option encourages 
participants to think more carefully about whether they agree or disagree with the 
statement, ultimately leading to greater precision (Martindale et al., 2010). The 
questions in this section consisted of statements referring to the employment of game-
based and “traditional” coaching strategies. Section 3 consisted of both multiple choice 
and open-ended questions to investigate coaches’ awareness, understanding and 
application of GBA models, along with identifying potential challenges and preferred 
methods of learning. A copy of the full survey can be found in appendix A.4.  
4.2.4 Procedure 
Prior to data collection, the study received ethical approval from a University Research 
Ethics Committee. As no database existed for coaches operating at inter-county level in 
Gaelic football, I presented the details of the study to each county’s games manager (n = 
32) at a formal meeting at the national headquarters of the GAA. Following this 
presentation, a follow-up email was sent to each games manager who, over a two-month 
period, responded with the names and email addresses of 401 coaches in their respective 
counties. A known database of emails is a more effective recruitment strategy than most 
and typically generates a high response rate (Schillewaert, Langerak, & Duhamel, 
1998). 
An email was sent to all 401 coaches explaining the background and purpose of the 
research along with a link to the online survey. Web based surveys have shown 
increased response rates as well as equally valid scores compared to traditional survey 
methods (Lonsdale, Hodge, & Rose, 2006). The first page of the survey asked 
participants to provide informed consent. Following recommendations to generate 
higher response rates in web based surveys (Ryan & Clopton, 2009), coaches were sent 




reminder emails two and four weeks after the initial email. One-hundred and fifty 
participants completed the survey, indicating a response rate of approximately 37%. 
This exceeds response rates (32.6%) typically reported in on-line surveys (Watt, 
Simpson, McKillop, & Nunn, 2002). 
4.2.5 Survey Analysis 
Mean percentages and standard deviations were used to describe the time coaches spent 
in each of the practice activity types. Data relating to coach demographics, sequencing 
of sessions and awareness/utilisation of GBA models were summarised using 
frequencies and percentages. Mean scores and standard deviations were used to describe 
coaches’ Likert scale responses.  All statistical analyses were completed using SPSS for 
Windows v 24. 
4.3 Results 
4.3.1 Coach Practice Activities and Session Sequencing 
Coaches were asked to estimate the percentage time that they would expect to spend in 
various activity types in a typical session in early season and peak season (Figure 4.1). 
On average, coaches reported spending 57% of early season practice time in training 
form activities versus 43% in playing form activities. In contrast, coaches spent 63% of 
practice time in playing form during peak season. In addition, the large standard 
deviation bars within Figure 4.1 suggest a lack on uniformity amongst the coaching 
sample. For example, in early season, the high standard deviations would suggest that 
some coaches assigned a high percentage of the coaching time to conditioning, while 
others did not. Regardless of time of season, Figure 4.2 highlights that a high proportion 
of coaches sequenced their coaching sessions by selecting training form activities like 
drills, skills in isolation and conditioning in the first half of their coaching session 
before progressing to game like activities in the second half of the session.





Figure 4.1. Coaches’ estimated percentage time spent in training form activities and playing form activities in early and peak season. Error 
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Figure 4.2. Coaches sequencing of activities within a typical coaching session in early 
(top) and peak season (bottom). The graph presents a timeline of the activities post-
warm-up. Therefore, the “1st activity” is the activity that takes place immediately after 
the warm-up. Activity percentage represents the popularity of that activity type for that 
particular stage of a coaching session (e.g., 48% of coaches indicated using drills/skills 
as the first activity in their typical session in early season).  
4.3.2 Coach Strategies 
Figure 4.3 indicates the level of coach agreement on statements relating to both 
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coach responses with coaches’ mean values for each coaching strategy falling closest to 
the “somewhat” categories for six of the 10 items, indicating significant levels of 
uncertainty. Of the four other items, coaches were in strong agreement on using games 
for fitness purposes (see item 6) and encouraging player input (see item 10). Coaches 
also agreed with providing opportunities for discussion (see item 5) and coaching skill 
before tactics (see item 9). 
 
Figure 4.3. The level of coach agreement relating to strategies a coach may employ 
within training sessions. Error bars reflect the standard deviation for each item.  
4.3.3 Coach Awareness and Utilisation of GBA Models  
Gaelic football coaches were largely unaware of the existence of the formal GBA 
models proposed in the academic literature (see Figure 4.4). For example, only 18% of 
Gaelic football coaches claimed to recognise the Teaching Games for Understanding 
(TGfU) model (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982). TGfU was the most recognised GBA model 
by coaches, while Game Sense (14%) (Light, 2004) was the second most recognised 
GBA by coaches. Of the other popular GBA models, only 11% of coaches claimed to be 
aware of the Tactical Games Model (Mitchell, Oslin, & Griffin, 2006), while less than 
10% of coaches had ever heard of Play Practice (Launder, 2001), the Games Concept 
Approach (Rossi, Fry, McNeill, & Tan, 2007) and the Invasion Competence Model 
(Mesquita, Farias, & Hastie, 2012) (see Figure 4.4). Interestingly, less than half (48%) 




of the coaches surveyed were aware of the GBA model (GAA MVA10 model) proposed 
by the Gaelic Athletic Association. 
 
Figure 4.4. The percentage of coaches who claim to recognise the names of specific 
GBA models. 
In accordance with the data above (Figure 4.4) regarding coaches’ awareness of formal 
GBA models, very few coaches claimed to use any of the formal GBA models as their 
predominant approach in their coaching (see Figure 4.5). A cumulative total of 16 
coaches (11%) claimed to be using any of the formal GBA models as the predominant 
approach within their coaching practice. Eleven of these 16 coaches claimed to use 
TGfU as their predominant approach, while the remaining five coaches were varied 
using the Invasion Games Competence Model, Game Sense and the Games Concept 
Approach.  Sixteen percent of coaches reported using the GAA GBA model. The most 
popular selection by coaches was “my own version of a game-based approach”, with 
53% of Gaelic football coaches indicating this approach as their predominant method of 
coaching. Finally, 19% of coaches indicated not using a “game-based approach”. 
 





Figure 4.5. The percentage of coaches who claimed to predominantly base their 
coaching approach on a set model. 
4.4 Discussion 
The aim of this study was to investigate the self-reported practice activities, session 
sequencing and coaching strategies of Gaelic football coaches, and to assess how these 
align with GBA pedagogy. The survey revealed coaches apply a variety of training and 
playing form activities. Coaches reported sequencing practice activities by arranging 
training form in the initial stages of the coaching session followed by playing form 
activities. There was variation in coaches’ reporting of strategies used in practice 
sessions with GBA associated methods receiving strong support from coaches on some 
items (e.g., encouraging feedback and input) and not on others (e.g., coaching skills 
before tactics). Coaches were largely unaware of formal GBA models. 
Coaches’ estimated activity time spent in training form (57%) in early season supports 
previous studies (e.g., Deakin & Cobley, 2003; Ford et al., 2010; Partington & Cushion, 
2013) highlighting that athletes involved in invasion game sports spend less time in 
activities related to the actual game. However, the findings from the peak season period 
support more recent studies that report coaches in invasion game sports spend more 




time in playing form than training form activities (Hall et al., 2016; O’Connor et al., 
2018). In a case study Hall et al. (2016) reported an elite rugby coach spending 58.5% 
of time in playing form activities while O’Connor et al. (2018) observed 34 youth 
soccer coaches spending 40.9% in playing form activities in comparison to 22.3% of 
time spent in training form. It is worth noting that in both of these studies systematic 
observation methods were employed to investigate coaches’ practice structure, therefore 
their findings are likely to provide a more accurate representation of coaches’ practice 
than the self-report measures employed within this research. Nevertheless, the current 
study’s findings demonstrated the high value that 150 coaches placed in the use of both 
training form and playing form activities. Training form activities are typically used by 
coaches to increase the number of skill execution repetitions, resulting in more rapid 
short-term gains (Gabbett, Jenkins, & Abernethy, 2009). Playing form activities provide 
players with more opportunities to acquire the skills necessary for the development of 
adaptive, innovative players who are able to modify their behaviours appropriately 
when confronted by a range of scenarios (Chow et al., 2006). 
In relation to whether coaches are applying GBAs in their practice, the predominant use 
of “games” alone should not indicate whether an approach is classified as a GBA, as 
there are other elements that must be considered (e.g., use of questioning, discussion 
and debate; Light, 2013). However, measuring the time a coach spends in different 
activity types can be used as the primary benchmark for determining coaches’ alignment 
with GBA pedagogy and, in the absence of specific guidelines, has been suggested as a 
signpost for what a GBA looks like in practice (Hall et al., 2016). In another study, 
Miller et al. (2016) observed and classified activities as training form and playing form 
in youth netball. This benchmarking approach was used to validate that the GBA 
intervention procedures in the study were aligned with the framework set out by that 
specific GBA (Game Sense). They found that coaches spent 91% of their sessions in 
playing form activity during the intervention, offering further evidence of how a 
genuine GBA should be employed in relation to activity type. In contrast, the time spent 
in playing form activities in the current study was 43% for early season and 63% for 
peak season. Due to the complex nature of coaching that is often dictated by the 
different contexts in which coaches operate, there is no definitive percentage time of 
playing form that coaches should seek to attain. However, the general principle within 
GBAs is to use more game-based or playing form practices in training, which “create 




the skills and links between the skills that they will need to perform in a match” (Ford et 
al., 2010, p. 492). Moreover, the process of auditing one’s practice according to activity 
type offers a practical approach that a coach may use to critically reflect on their own 
practice and help them design practice activities that “recreate the perceptual, cognitive, 
and motor demands evident in competition” (Ford et al., 2010, p. 492). 
Sequencing of session content was another key focus of this study. The (non-linear) 
arrangement of practice activities within coaching sessions is considered to be a critical 
feature within GBA pedagogy (Kirk & MacPhail, 2002). The current study applied a 
novel approach in investigating this area that allowed coaches to indicate their session 
sequence preference. A high proportion of coaches sequenced their coaching sessions 
by selecting training form activities like drills, skills in isolation and conditioning in the 
first half of their coaching session before progressing to game like activities in the 
second half of the session. This trend was also noted in the Likert scale questions (see 
Figure 4.3, item 9) with coaches utilising technical skills practice as a precursor to game 
activities. These findings support previous work (O’Connor et al., 2018) where 
Australian youth soccer coaches prescribed drills early in the session before moving 
onto smaller-sided games and then full games. These tendencies show strong links with 
coaches following a traditional approach, whereby coaches believe that technical skills 
must be learned/mastered before these skills can be applied in games (Evans, 2006). 
Contrastingly, the GBA literature suggest using a session sequence that introduces an 
“initial game form” early in the coaching session, before progressing on to further 
game-related practices (e.g., 3 vs. 1 keep away), modified-conditioned games, and a full 
game (Turner, 2005). Within this sequence, provisions are also made for technically-
focused “skills practice” in the session if this is deemed necessary. Turner’s (2005) 
GBA-session schedule highlights the potential need for technical skills practice but not 
as the “starting point” of the session, as noted in this current study. 
From a theoretical perspective, the findings in relation to coaches’ sequencing of 
practice activities are interesting. Coaches reported using skills practice as their 
preferred activity type for both the 1st activity and 2nd activity following the warm-up 
within the session. Therefore, for many of these coaches’ players, it would be sometime 
into the session before they would be involved in tasks that provided decision-making 
opportunities. The emphasis by these coaches in prescribing several skill blocks in 
preparing their players to play games reflects a view of the coach as a mechanistic 




technician and aligns with behaviourist assumptions regarding learning (Cushion & 
Nelson, 2013). Behaviourist approaches to learning suggest breaking down tasks into 
smaller parts, building up step-by-step, and using repetition and reinforcement (Schunk, 
2009). In contrast, the CLT perspective associated with GBAs rejects the behaviourist 
views of learning by breaking down skills and knowledge into smaller parts. CLT 
postulates that the player should be provided with opportunities to be active and 
interpret knowledge (Light, 2013). By withholding game-related activity until later in 
the session, the coaches deprive players of engaging in these significant elements of 
CLT. Moreover, the sequence reported by coaches and the belief to “coach technical 
skills in isolation before coaching any tactical skills” (Figure 4.3, item 9) can create a 
separation between technique and tactical knowledge, leading to a disconnect between 
practice and game-play (Holt et al., 2006; Pill, 2014). Therefore, by the time game-
related activity appeared within these coaches’ session sequence at the 3rd activity and 
4th activity (Figure 4.2), players may take some time to respond to game situations as a 
consequence of participating in decontextualised practice tasks in the lead up to these 
game tasks (Davids et al., 2005).  
Coaches indicated using some strategies associated with the athlete-centred 
philosophies embedded in GBA pedagogy. An athlete-centred approach emphasises 
giving athletes’ autonomy and responsibility, thereby developing decision-making, 
empowerment, and motivation levels to take a more active role within sessions 
(Kidman, 2005). Coaches indicated strong preference for athlete involvement 
throughout sessions. Specifically, coaches strongly agreed (mean response 1.63) that 
they encourage input and feedback from players throughout sessions (Figure 4.3). 
Furthermore, coaches agreed (mean response 2.43) that they provided opportunities for 
players to discuss and debate ideas (Figure 4.3). Light (2013) highlights such strategies 
as being integral to employing an authentic GBA. However, there were several items 
where coaches’ attitudes were less supportive of GBA ideas. There was uncertainty 
amongst coaches in relation to the employment of questioning and the concept of athlete 
“self-discovery”. Specifically, coaches somewhat disagreed (mean response 3.87) with 
the application of questioning within sessions as it disrupts the flow of the session 
(Figure 4.3). Furthermore, coaches somewhat agreed (mean response 2.97) that players 
should be provided with all the instructions, direction and tools they need to performs a 
task as opposed to discovering some of this information themselves (Figure 4.3). Our 




interpretation related to these findings is that coaches are using their own self-
referenced “folk pedagogy” (Cushion, 2013) where coaches abstract some elements of a 
GBA and insert these within a traditional and direct/behavioural coaching approach. 
This point is highlighted in coaches’ nomination of using their own version of a game-
based approach as their predominant coaching approach (see Figure 4.5) and in the high 
between-coach variability noted across practice activity percentages (see Figure 4.1). 
These findings support those found in a number of other studies related to invasion-
game competitive sport settings (Evans, 2006; Ford et al., 2010; Partington & Cushion, 
2013) that identified coaches using some elements of GBA pedagogy in their coaching 
repertoire mixed with traditional methods. Such approaches result in a range of 
conceptual, pedagogical cultural, and political dilemmas of practice in relation to GBAs 
(Cushion, 2013; Roberts, 2011). 
The findings from the survey support previous work that showed pedagogy has had 
relatively little explicit impact on sports coaches’ practice (Light & Evans, 2010). For 
example, Light and Evans (2010) study of elite rugby coaches found that coaches were 
unfamiliar with the basic terminology and principles relating to pedagogy. Similar to 
this study, coaches’ failure to even recognise the names of GBA models such as Game 
Sense were reported by Light and Evans. Another study by Roberts (2011) found coach 
educators unaware of the basic theoretical underpinnings in the Games Concept 
Approach pedagogy they were delivering in coach training. While it was expected that 
coaches’ practice would be largely uninformed by research (Lyle, 2007), it is perhaps 
surprising that coaches in this study did not at least recognise the GBA models proposed 
in the academic literature. For example, only 14% of the coaches surveyed had heard of 
Game Sense (Figure 4.4). Grecic and Collins (2013) suggest that coaches’ practice 
could be greatly enhanced through explicit engagement with theory surrounding 
coaching ultimately leading to improved players’ performance. The majority of coaches 
(53%, Figure 4.5) reporting that they use their own version of a game-based approach 
supports the notion that coaches use a self-referenced anecdotal approach to practice 
(Cushion, 2013). The extent to which coaches’ self-referenced approach follows GBA 
models emerges as a future item for investigation. 




4.4.1 Strengths and Limitations 
With respect to study strengths, a nationwide sample was obtained through a thorough 
recruitment process that resulted in a high return rate (37%). Secondly, the self-report 
method used in this survey for gathering information relating to practice activity type 
and session sequencing is unique to this current study and provides curriculum 
developers, researchers and indeed practitioners themselves with detailed information 
regarding coaching practices. Thirdly, no study to date has examined Gaelic football 
coaches’ pedagogical approach.  
A number of limitations are acknowledged within the current study. Firstly, no 
reliability tests were conducted on questions used within the survey. While content and 
face validity measures were adopted, reliability tests would have added another layer of 
rigour to the survey design. Future studies may address this limitation by conducting a 
specific reliability study on this survey. Secondly, self-report data such as that obtained 
in the current study must be treated with care. For example, some research suggests that 
coaches often have low self-awareness (Smoll & Smith, 2006; Cushion, 2010). 
Therefore, coaches’ perception of their practice may not present the true reality of how 
they conduct their practice. In addition, it can be easy for coaches to say they use athlete 
centred strategies such as providing opportunities for discussion and debate or 
encouraging their input. However, in reality these strategies might not be used or 
coaches’ understanding of what these terms mean and the frequency of their occurrence 
may differ from coach to coach (Denison, Mills, & Konoval, 2017). For example, one 
coach’s understanding of encouraging input from players within the session may consist 
of asking questions such as “have ye got that”, while another coach may frequently 
provide players with opportunities to lead conversations. Consequently, it may be useful 
to supplement self-report surveys with follow-up interviews to probe coaches and 
ascertain meaning by asking coaches to provide examples within their practice and a 
rationale for their use. Additionally, systematic observation instruments which code and 
record the frequency of coaches’ behaviours may be utilised to validate coaches’ 
perceptions. Finally, the quality and context of the type of game activities used by the 
coach were not investigated. Future studies can examine coaches’ session plans, the 
type of games coaches use and reasons why coaches structure practice in these ways 
using semi-structured interviews. This approach may be supplemented by the researcher 
observing coaching sessions and recording field notes based on game quality.  





In summary, coaches estimated spending significant periods of time in both training 
form and playing form activities, while coaches also reported following a traditional 
linear sequencing of activities where skills must be practiced before games. There was 
variation in coaches’ reporting of strategies used in practice sessions with GBA 
associated methods receiving support from coaches on some items and not on others. 
The findings demonstrate that it is unlikely that many coaches are employing authentic 
GBAs as promoted in the academic GBA literature. In taking a first step towards 
investigating the pedagogical approach of inter-county Gaelic football coaches, this 
study provides context for further inquiry investigating reasons behind coaches’ 
choices. Moreover, the extent to which coaches’ reported self-referenced approach in 
this study aligns with GBA pedagogy requires future investigation. While 
acknowledging the positive steps sports coaching bodies such as the GAA have made as 
regards promoting best practice coaching methods, further education and engagement 
with coaching pedagogy related literature is required to ensure a more sophisticated 
implementation of GBAs by coaches. Such education initiatives would be facilitated by 
further evidence of the efficacy of GBAs within the specific context of Gaelic games.












Chapter 5 Preface 
Following a review of the GBA literature (Chapter 2) and an outline of a suitable 
theoretical framework for this PhD programme (Chapter 3), a survey was conducted in 
Chapter 4 to investigate Gaelic football coaches’ alignment with GBA pedagogy. The 
survey revealed that Gaelic football coaches employ a variety of training form and playing 
form activities. Training form activities were the most utilised activity types during early 
season (57%) while playing form activities featured prominently during peak season (63%). 
Sequencing data indicated coaches favoured training form activities such as skills practice 
and conditioning in the first half of their coaching sessions before progressing to game like 
activities in the second half of the session. Through 10 Likert scale questions, coaches 
reported mixed views in relation to the employment of a number of GBA associated 
strategies. For example, coaches indicated encouraging players’ input within the session but 
were uncertain with regards the inclusion of questioning within session. The coaches in the 
survey reported not being aware of or applying GBA models in their practice; instead they 
identified implementing their “own version of a game-based approach”. The extent to 
which these “folk pedagogies” align with the benchmarks and methods outlined in the GBA 
literature is an important research question which requires further assessment. 
Consequently, the following chapter will investigate this research question by interviewing 
a sample of high performance Gaelic football coaches (who participated in the survey) to 
delve deeper into their application of pedagogy. The following chapter will focus on the 
how and why behind coaches’ methods which were not obtained within the survey study.  





Over the past decade, sports coaching has been increasingly described as a complex process 
(Cushion, 2010; Lyle, 2018; Lyle & Cushion, 2017). This description is in part as a result 
of a significant increase in sports coaching research uncovering a myriad of considerations 
that face the coach and multiple strategies impacting coaching practice. However, 
researchers have yet to capture the subtlety and scope of the coaching process in specific 
contexts (Cushion, 2013), leaving coaches without a clear set of principles that reflect 
actual coaching practice (Cushion, Armour, & Jones, 2006; Hall et al., 2016). In particular, 
the emergence of pedagogically driven research in the coaching literature has prompted 
changes in coaches’ practices (e.g., Evans, 2012; Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 
2010; Light & Harvey, 2015). Coaches are increasingly challenged with innovative 
concepts that require certain pedagogical and conceptual expertise for successful 
application (Cushion, 2013).  However, coaches’ application of contemporary pedagogies 
such as GBAs has not been supported in observational studies to date (e.g., Evans, 2006; 
Harvey et al., 2013; Light & Evans, 2010; Partington & Cushion, 2013). To understand 
why most coaches are not adopting such innovative approaches, research needs to explore 
the specific processes and strategies coaches employ within their unique contexts.  
Planning a coaching session requires thoroughness and expertise (Côté & Sedgwick, 2003; 
Kinnerk, Harvey, MacDonncha, & Lyons, 2018; Pill, 2015). The choice and design of 
practice activities to be included within the coaching session is a key pedagogical 
consideration for the coach during the planning process (Harvey et al., 2013). Team sports 
coaching literature advocates the predominant use of open practice activities that involve 
the player making decisions in game-related environments as opposed to closed practice 
activities that typically involve players practicing skills in prescribed movements (Farrow 
et al., 2008; Ford et al., 2010; Pinder, Davids, Renshaw, & Araújo, 2011). Coaches’ desire 
to follow such guidelines has been assisted by the GBA and ED literature. In particular, the 
GBA pedagogical principles of representation and exaggeration along with associated 
concepts (e.g., representative learning design) in the ED literature stipulate that practice 
tasks should adequately replicate the performance environment (Pinder et al., 2011). 
Therefore, it is critical for coaches to identify the key information sources that guide a 




player’s decisions and resultant actions within match play (Krause, Farrow, Reid, Buszard, 
& Pinder, 2018; Pinder et al., 2011), and assimilate these within their practice activity 
design (Renshaw & Chow, 2018). The extent to which coaches are aware of and/or 
applying principles advocated in GBAs and ED in their practice design remains relatively 
unexplored (for an exception, see Vinson et al., 2016). A further consideration when 
planning is the sequential ordering of the practice activities. The GBA literature promotes a 
non-linear arrangement of practice activities, with some form of game as the starting point. 
In contrast, traditional coaching methods typically employ skills practice first (Metzler, 
2005). Notwithstanding such guidelines, there is a paucity of research investigating 
coaches’ sequencing of practice activities (Kinnerk, Harvey, Kearney, MacDonncha, & 
Lyons, 2019; O’Connor et al., 2018), and even less research on coaches’ planning 
processes in relation to this. 
The strategies used by coaches to impact learning are a critical component of both planning 
and delivery. GBA literature promotes the adoption of “player-centred” strategies (e.g., 
Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Pill, 2016b; Romar, Saren, & Hastie, 2016); 
that is, giving players autonomy for decision-making with the purpose of developing higher 
levels of motivation, and learning how to develop solutions (Kidman, 2005; Romar et al., 
2016). Mageau and Vallerand’s (2003) motivational model of the coach-athlete relationship 
has been a popular theoretical framework through which to understand the importance of 
player-centred adaptive motivation on desirable player outcomes. Their model draws upon 
the existing literature within SDT. Succinctly, the model advocates coaching strategies that 
are autonomy supportive, that contribute to psychological need satisfaction ultimately 
leading to positive player outcomes (e.g., increased persistence, improved performance). 
For example, questioning and providing opportunities for player-led discussions are 
strategies that a coach may use to increase player involvement and cultivate player 
autonomy (Cope, Partington, Cushion, & Harvey, 2016; Harvey & Light, 2015; Kidman & 
Lombardo, 2010; Light, 2013). Notwithstanding the support for such strategies in the 
literature, comprehensive descriptions of their implementation in high performance team 
sports settings are limited (Kinnerk et al., 2018). Furthermore, uptake by practitioners has 
been low (e.g., Light & Harvey, 2015; Partington & Cushion, 2013), while coaches 
attempting to integrate such strategies into their practice have reported significant 




challenges (Karagiannis & Pill, 2017; Roberts, 2011; Thomas et al., 2013). Research which 
provides clear details of the application of such coaching strategies in applied settings may 
facilitate greater understanding and adoption by practitioners.  
Contemporary sports coaching involves a multitude of people feeding numerous sources of 
information to the coach (Kelly & Coutts, 2007; Stoszkowski & Collins, 2016). 
Performance analysts, strength and conditioning coaches and assistant coaches are common 
figures in coaching staff, which in many cases have attained access to the latest in sports 
science and coaching technology (Stone & Gray, 2010). For example, the application of 
player tracking technologies in the form of Global Positioning Systems (GPS) have been 
commonly applied in high performance sports coaching settings to inform coaching staff 
regarding players’ physical exertions and tactical behaviour (Beasley, 2015). This 
emergence of multiple sources of information for the coach offers many potential benefits 
in informing their practice, research particularly highlighting training load monitoring and 
injury prevention as key aspects (Akenhead & Nassis, 2016; Bourdon et al., 2017; Halson, 
2014). However, the integration of such sports science and technology developments has 
not been without difficulties (Williams & Manley, 2016). Moreover, little research has 
documented the impact of such contemporary technology and management developments 
on the coaching process, and of particular interest to this study, the influence on coaches’ 
pedagogical approach. As coaching-associated science, technology and organisations 
continue to grow (Buttfield & Polglaze, 2016), there is a need to investigate their impact on 
the coach’s practice and planning processes.  
Research investigating pedagogy in high performance settings is scarce. In particular, the 
introduction has identified a number of areas where attaining further details of coaching 
practice would be valuable. Therefore, the primary aim of this study was to provide an in-
depth description of the practices of Gaelic football coaches operating at the highest level in 
their sport. Moreover, the GBA literature has identified many indicators of authentic GBA 
practice (e.g., predominant use of games, purposeful game design, frequent questioning to 
shape learning, the game as the organising centre), and how this practice differs from 
traditional coaching. Thus, using these indicators as a guide, the study investigated the 








Qualitative methods were employed in this study to provide a rich description and 
interpretation of coaches’ feelings, thoughts and beliefs about their practices and 
experiences. Qualitative methods attempt to capture such perspective by gathering the 
individual’s point of view (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). In line with the pragmatic paradigm 
underpinning this study, I considered the “middle ground” of semi-structured interviews to 
be most appropriate for the purposes of the research aims. Semi-structured interviews were 
selected as the primary data collection technique as they have been used in other coaching 
research to gain insight into a coach’s individual world (Elliott & McCullick, 2018; Vinson, 
Beeching, Morgan, & Jones, 2017).  
5.2.2 Participants 
Twelve Gaelic football coaches coaching at senior inter-county level volunteered to 
participate in the study. Demographic information is provided in Table 5.1. A purposeful 
sampling technique (Silverman, 2016) was used to select coaches for the interview. 
Specifically, coaches who answered yes to partake in a follow-up interview in the survey 
and were currently coaching at senior inter-county level (the highest level in GAA) were 
selected to participate in the study. As only 32 teams contest the senior Gaelic football 
championship and as all coaches were currently operating at this level, they were classified 
as high performance coaches. Therefore, “high performance coaches” within the context of 
this research, refers to coaches operating in a high performance environment.  
This subset of high performance coaches was considered an appropriate sample for the 
purposes of this study as the participants were “experienced” and “knowledgeable” in their 
field (Creswell & Clark, 2017). Adopting a pragmatic research position allowed me to 
make practical decisions which I felt would be most effective in answering the research 
question. In the context of this study, I felt that in order to best answer the research 




question, I needed participants who were experienced, knowledgeable and thus likely to 
converse at a deeper level on a range of issues. Therefore, using my extensive experience of 
the GAA context, I identified the coaches within the highest level of the sport, the senior 
coaches, as the most effective coaching group to contribute to the research question. To this 
end, by investigating this particular group of coaches, it would provide an insight into the 
set of coaches at the top of sport and those who are powerful influencers on the coaching 
population within Gaelic football. The senior-inter county coaches are regular lead speakers 
at coaching conferences and coach education workshops. Within each county, the senior 
inter-county coach often provides the coaching philosophy which is then implemented 
down through the developmental and academy squads. In addition, a common practice for 
many GAA coaches is to attend senior inter-county training sessions to learn from the 
senior inter-county coach. Therefore, the influential position and perception of the senior 
inter-county coach as standard bearers within the GAA coaching community placed them 
as a suitable sample to explore the prevalence of GBA strategies within inter-county Gaelic 
football.  
At inter-county level in Gaelic football, teams take part in two competitive competitions, 
the national football league and the senior football championship. The national football 
league is considered to be a secondary competition where teams are ranked into four 
divisions according to their performance in this competition from the previous year. 
However, when it comes to success/performance in Gaelic football’s main competition, the 
senior football championship, rating teams on their national league standing alone is flawed 
(e.g., in 2016, the division 3 team Tipperary were one of the last four teams competing for 
the senior football championship). Furthermore, researchers have identified little variation 
in training expertise, time commitments, and team preparation across league standings 
(Kelly et al., 2018; Mangan & Collins, 2016). Regardless of the impact of national league 
standing, an even spread of coaches across the four divisions are represented in this sample.  









Total Yrs of 
Exp. Yrs Exp. IC Level Coach Education 
Coach 1 D2 36 12 GAA Award 1, 2. S&C Dip 
Coach 2  D2 22 12 GAA Award 1, 2. BPhEd 
 
Coach 3  D1 25 12 GAA Award 1, 2. 
 
Coach 4  D1 12 9 GAA Award 1, 2. 
  
Coach 5  D1 18 9 GAA Award 1. 
Coach 6  D4 8 7 None 
Coach 7 D3 28 26 GAA Award 1, 2. BPhEd. 
Coach tutor 
Coach 8  D1 16 9 GAA Award 1, 2. BEXSc. 
MEXSc. 
Coach 9  D3 23 9 None 
Coach 10  D4 20 7 GAA Award 1, 2. BEXSc 
Coach 11  D1 17 8 GAA Award 1. BEXSc 
Coach 12  D4 18 10 GAA Award 1, 2. BPhEd 
Notes: TEAM DIV. = the division of the coach’s team (teams within senior inter-county Gaelic 
football play within four divisions); TOTAL YRS OF EXP = Years of coaching experience the 
coach has accrued; Yrs Exp. IC Level  = Total number of years coaching at inter-county level; 
COACH EDUCATION = the various formal coach education courses achieved by coaches; 
GAA AWARD 1, 2 = formal coaching award/accreditation available within GAA ; S&C DIP = 
diploma in strength and conditioning; BPhEd = holder of a degree in bachelor of science in 
physical education; COACH TUTOR = Provides tuition to coaches as part of coach education; 
BEXSc = holder of a degree in bachelor of sports and exercise sciences; MEXSc = holder of a 
Masters degree in sports and exercise sciences.  





The study was approved by the University Research Ethics Committee. Firstly, an 
interview guide was prepared by the research team, informed by questions posed to 
participants in the survey phase of the research along with the GBA and coaching pedagogy 
literature. Pilot interviews were then conducted with three coaches with inter-county 
experience for the purpose of ensuring question appropriateness/clarity and to train the 
interviewer. These interviews were supervised by an independent and experienced 
qualitative researcher who took notes throughout and provided feedback. No major changes 
were made to the interview guide (Appendix A.3) as a result of this process. However, the 
rephrasing of a number of questions and an alteration in interviewing technique, 
specifically in the form of “probing” on a set area was noted.  
The interview guide was divided into four sections, a procedure consistent with Rubin and 
Rubin’s (2005) approach of utilising structured stages within interview proceedings. The 
first section comprised of questions relating to the coach’s background, influences and 
philosophy.  The second and third sections focused on questions relating to how coaches’ 
conduct their current practice (e.g., structure, session design, coaching behaviours, and 
strategies). In addition, coaches were asked to prepare two typical coaching session plans 
(pre-season and peak-season) that would be used in the interview as prompts for aiding 
recall and framing subsequent probing (Kearney, Carson, & Collins, 2018). Specifically, 
the session plans were used to structure discussion on the specific strategies/content 
coaches employed within sessions and the underpinning rationale (e.g., “what is the focus 
here?”; “why was that approach used?”). These two sections aimed to investigate the why 
behind coaches’ choices and then sought to extract specific examples of how coaches did 
what they did, for validating their claims as well as providing tangible examples of their 
coaching practice.  Section four included a series of coach education queries (e.g., preferred 
coach learning methods; impact of coaching research on practice).   
The 12 coaches were contacted by email to follow up on their offer to take part in the 
interview in which they were briefed about the interview. Interviews were scheduled 
according to the participants’ availability. Interviews were recorded using two audio 
devices and lasted an average of 68 minutes, ranging from 56 to 98 minutes. Researcher 




field notes were recorded immediately after each interview detailing any thoughts the 
interviewer had that may facilitate the subsequent analysis (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & 
Chadwick, 2008). 
5.2.4 Data Analysis 
The interviews were transcribed verbatim producing 123,450 words of transcript. 
Transcribing the data, although time consuming, provides a valuable opportunity to 
immerse oneself in the data. The transcripts were then inserted into the NVivo 11 software 
(QSR International Pty, Ltd, 2012) which facilitated the organisation and coding of the 
dataset. The transcripts were inductively analysed to discover patterns and themes 
throughout the dataset (Patton, 2014). The analysis process began by reviewing the 
transcripts for familiarity and accuracy. This process involved reading over each 
manuscript and writing down some initial thoughts, provisional themes and correcting any 
errors that may have occurred during the transcription process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Following this, I began open coding of transcripts, in which raw meaning units (quotations 
or paraphrased quotations representing meaningful thoughts) were organised into patterns 
of like ideas or thoughts representing codes. At this stage, additional axial coding was 
performed, in which codes developed at open-coding facilitated re-reading through the data 
to identify links and relationships between codes. To facilitate this process, I created a 
Microsoft excel sheet from which I could assess the relationships between different codes 
and raw meaning units side by side. Figure 5.1 provides a screenshot of a small selection of 
codes related to the broad area of planning grouped side by side.  





Figure 5.1. Example of the Microsoft excel file used to facilitate axial coding. 
This process enabled me to sort codes into possible lower-order themes. For example, “time 
of the season influence on planning”, “weekly session loading” and “GPS targets” formed 
the lower order theme of “strong influence of S&C on planning decisions”. In some cases, 
the codes generated in the initial open coding also formed the lower-order themes. To 
provide an example, the following raw meaning unit of data was initially coded as “how 
coaches employ questioning”, and this code was also utilised later as a lower order theme 
(see Figure 5.2): 




“We’ll have a discussion when I freeze the game. “What are we looking for here, 
there are too many gone forward, what are the consequences?” and then all of a 
sudden “how could we have done better there” 
Following these stages, the lower-order themes, if they logically fit together, were grouped 
into higher order themes. For example, “coach relationship with other members of 
management” and “coaches’ knowledge of coaching theory” were grouped under the 
subtheme “contextual factors”, which itself was related to the broader category “planning”. 
Figure 5.2 provides a graphic representation of the analysis process. Two members of the 
supervisory team and I reviewed the categorisation of the data into lower and higher order 
themes. We critically discussed the representation and organisation of the data; my 
supervisors acting as “critical friends” within this process (Smith & McGannon, 2018). 
While a consensus is not necessary within the critical friend process, our discussions 
constituted a high level of agreement on the thematic structure (Sparkes & Smith, 2014).  
 
Figure 5.2. Example of the inductive analysis process from raw meaning unit to general 
dimension. 
5.2.5 Trustworthiness of the Data 
In the social sciences, criteria in the form of generalisability, reliability and validity are 
often used to judge the trustworthiness or quality of one’s research (Sparkes & Smith, 
2014). While these measures are accepted in quantitative forms of inquiry, it has been 
argued that these positivistic constructs are incongruent with the assumptions underpinning 
qualitative methods (Sparkes & Smith, 2009). Generally, there are multiple standards for 
evaluating research, all of which carry with them views of and values about what that 




research is (Smith & McGannon, 2018). Accordingly, my approach for this research was to 
use criteria that were not fixed or predetermined before the study but rather open-ended 
(Smith & McGannon, 2018). The following points are outlined in an effort to assist the 
reader in forming an assessment of the trustworthiness of this research (Sparkes & Smith, 
2014).  
In line with recommendations outlined by Smith and McGannon (2018), the research 
adopted a critical friend approach to achieve rigor and quality. This involved a process of 
critical dialogue between me and a member of my supervisory team. Regular meetings 
were held throughout the analysis process to facilitate the critical friend process. Within 
this process, both my supervisor and I would provide our interpretations of the data. We 
then provided each other with critical feedback regarding these interpretations. These 
exchanges resulted in many debates, where one person’s interpretation was challenged with 
an alternative viewpoint. In adopting this disputatious dynamic, this satisfies guidelines that 
the role of critical friends is not to agree or achieve consensus but rather to encourage 
reflexivity by challenging each other’s construction of opinion (Cowan & Taylor, 2016). 
His extensive research experience and differing sporting background ensured the presence 
of different perspectives within the critical friend process. Smith and McGannon (2018) 
outlines that a partnership of differing characteristics, research experience, theoretical 
interests, values and so forth is a necessary component within a fruitful critical friend 
process.  
Regular meetings with the critical friend took place through each stage of the analysis 
process. For example, during the initial coding process, both my supervisor and I 
independently coded three manuscripts and met to discuss our relative interpretations of the 
data. Within this meeting, we selected one of the manuscript’s codes to discuss on a page 
by page basis. Being exposed to this detailed discussion and observing how another person 
had construed a passage of text in a different interpretation to mine was greatly beneficial. 
In one instance, a passage of text referred to the coach describing their approach in offering 
players’ ownership responsibilities. I viewed the example as controlling and coded 
accordingly. However, my supervisor coded as autonomy supportive behaviour and 
provided a comprehensive explanation for this decision. Consequently, I reflected on my 




coding decision and revised my interpretation of the data to reflect the view offered by my 
supervisor. To assist this process, I kept a reflective journal, documenting all changes and 
observations made and feeding these back to the research team for discussion on a regular 
basis. Other elements of reflexivity were present in the form of written memos throughout 
the coding process, acknowledging relationships, patterns and comparisons between codes, 
which enabled me to integrate personal insights and thoughts (Charmaz, 2015).  
Another member of the supervisory team with over 15 years’ experience in qualitative 
research was also used on a number of occasions within the critical friend process. This 
third member of the critical friend team encouraged further reflection and exploration of 
multiple and alternative explanations and interpretations of the data (Sparkes & Smith, 
2014). For example, at the conclusion of the analysis procedures, a Skype meeting was held 
where both members of the supervisory team acting as critical friends and I reviewed the 
raw meaning units, lower order themes and higher order themes. The differing viewpoints 
offered within the meeting allowed me to reflect on the categorisation and order of the 
themes and what would be the most meaningful and logical way to organise coaches’ data. 
This application of a critical friend process is consistent with recommendations to enhance 
researcher reflexivity (McGannon, Smith, Kendellen, & Gonsalves, 2019; Smith & 
Sparkes, 2014). In a recent review of qualitative methods, McGannon et al. (2019) 
suggested adopting a critical friend approach as a means of displaying rigor for those 
researchers whose paradigmatic position aligned outside of the realist realm. Accordingly, 
my pragmatic perspective within the research was aligned with such recommendations.  
Declaring a clear paradigmatic position is considered a strength in establishing 
trustworthiness of this research. Recent qualitative recommendations suggest that a 
researcher displaying an awareness of the epistemology informing the study, and the links 
of the specific epistemology to elements of the research process is an important 
consideration to enhance trustworthiness (Smith & McGannon, 2018; Sparkes & Smith, 
2014). Studies can deliver in this regard by coherently outlining and interconnecting their 
paradigmatic position and procedures within their research (Tracy, 2010). To this end, I 
have attempted to be as clear as possible in explicating my pragmatic position within the 
research to assist the reader in their assessment of the rigor of the research (see sections 1.7 




& 5.2.2). I employed purposeful sampling and the inclusion of coaching session plans 
based on their fit to the pragmatic aims within this study. Moreover, the selected 
approaches for the analysis and discussion of the data are in line my ontological and 
epistemological standpoints. Throughout the method section, I have documented all 
information in an effort to be as transparent as possible providing detail such as the pilot 
interview process and access to the interview guide used. 
It is suggested that researchers should consider expanding the application of data methods 
beyond just the interview in order to engage with methodological triangulation (Flick, 
Hirseland, & Hans, 2018). An over-reliance on interviews risks missing opportunities to 
harness other methods that could contribute in different ways to understanding and 
answering the research question (McGannon et al., 2019). McGannon et al. (2019) 
identified other methods such as visual prompts as a means of achieving meaningful 
triangulation that could contribute to the creation of knowledge through answering research 
questions focused on experiences and perceptions. In line with my pragmatic position, I 
was aware of the potential contribution that coaches’ session plans could contribute to the 
conversation and ultimately the research question. The inclusion of coaching session plans 
within the interview facilitated recall for the coach, provided opportunities for 
contradictions between what was said and shown in plans, and enabled specific probing on 
strategies. The utilisation of the session plans in combination with the interview satisfy 
recent calls from qualitative researchers to enhance the quality of their research through the 
combination of methods (Flick et al., 2018; McGannon et al., 2019).   
The final point to consider in judging the trustworthiness of this research relates to the 
position and relationship of the researcher with the participants within the study. My 
background as a fellow coach and known to the participants is considered a strength in 
establishing rapport with the participants (Evans, 2006; Light & Evans, 2013). A good 
relationship was developed in advance of the interview through emails and phone calls in 
which jokes and general chat were shared. My background as a fellow inter-county coach 
placed me in a privileged position to understand the context, jargon, and pressures of their 
coaching settings. Critically, my position as an inter-county hurling coach (and not football) 
meant that the coaches did not view me as a threat, therefore facilitating the chances of 




getting meaningful access to the participants’ true and unguarded views and experiences 
(Neuman, 2006). It was also necessary for me to engage in reflection regarding my 
background and the impact of my experiences and values as a coach since these cannot be 
separated from the research process and product (McGannon & Smith, 2015). To this end, I 
engaged in reflection regarding my own values and vulnerabilities in coaching throughout 
the interview and the analysis process. In doing this, I attempted to address how my 
background and experiences would influence my line of questioning, what I probed on in 
interviews more than others, my interpretations and assumptions when analysing the data 
and what I brought to the research that might impact the trustworthiness of the findings 
(Tracy, 2010). This engagement with reflection throughout the process was intended to 
enhance the credibility of the data and the resulting conclusions. 
 




5.3 Results and Discussion 
The primary aims of this study were to provide a rich description of a sample of high 
performance Gaelic football coaches’ practices and ascertain to what extent these 
practices were aligned with the guidelines/pedagogy advocated in the GBA literature. 
Two major themes were developed through analysis of the data: (1) planning and (2) in-
session coaching strategies. The results and discussion relating to these themes are 
presented in the following section.  




 Table 5.2   
Representation of themes and categories developed through data analysis process 
General 
Dimension 
 Higher order 
theme 





 Collaborative planning by management team 
  Strong influence of S&C on planning decisions 
  Innovative use of sport science data to support 
planning 
  Limited influence of formal coach education 





 Dictated by previous and next games 
  Game-related activity central to planning 
  Different games (full, small sided, conditioned) 
used for different purposes 
  Particular value seen in full-sided games 
  Value in isolated fitness work 
  Value in isolated skills work 
    
 Session 
sequence 
 Video analysis strategically placed pre-session  
  General lack of rationale for session sequence 






 Questioning used for different purposes 
  How coaches employ questioning 
  Challenges to using questioning  






 Video analysis sessions generate rich player 
discussion 
  Design in opportunities for player-led/player only 
discussions 
  Balance ownership and leadership 




5.3.1 Theme: Planning 
Coaches reported dedicating considerable time to the planning of coaching sessions, with a 
multitude of factors influencing the decisions made. Three subthemes were developed 
under the theme of planning. 
5.3.1.1 Subtheme: Contextual factors 
Management teams in elite sporting settings now contain a number of coaches and the 
involvement of these other coaches in collaborative session design was an important 
consideration for 10 of the interviewed coaches: 
"There may be five of us around a table and we all chat about what we want to work on." - 
Coach 11.  
However, while the other assistant coaches, the performance analyst and physiotherapist 
also had an input to planning, the Strength and Conditioning (S&C) coach had the strongest 
influence on planning. In many cases the coaches’ session plans were dictated by targets set 
out by the S&C coach, and the imposition of such targets was a source of frustration for 
many coaches: 
“I’ve had more discussions with this [GPS targets] than meets the eye.” - Coach 11  
“[Interviewer: Why do you include that at all?] I’ve experts telling me.” - Coach 4 
“I suppose now days you have S&C fellas coming to you and saying “we need to 
cover 9k tonight, two and a half k of it has to be high sprint” so you know what I 
mean? I find that very hard to get into a training session or you know I don’t think 
it’s possible to get it into a training session. Look we have S&C lads and they say 
we need to get 21 kilometres into them this week and you know it’s very hard to get 
quality and keep it really high. At the end of the day they are coaching sessions, you 
have to stop and talk.” - Coach 6 
These findings indicate that the inter-management relationship between the S&C and 
football coach is a key and emerging area influencing practice session design, and 
ultimately coaches’ pedagogical approach. The role of the S&C coach is now multi-faceted 
and a significant part of their role involves analysing, interpreting, and influencing 




decision-making through facts and figures (Stewart, Comfort, & Turner, 2017). Many 
coaches were clearly frustrated by the difficulty of reconciling their pedagogical approach 
with S&C demands (e.g., activity design requirements, questioning periods restricted by 
requirement for sustained high levels of activity within the session). This insight from 
coaches regarding the impact of the S&C coach and GPS metrics on activity design is novel 
to the coaching pedagogy literature. However, the broader coaching literature has 
highlighted the coach-S&C relationship as a growing area of potential conflict in sports 
coaching settings (Gillham et al., 2019; Laskowski & Ebben, 2016; Massey & Vincent, 
2013). 
Notwithstanding many coaches’ frustrations, there were some positive examples given of 
coaches utilising such S&C related data to inform their practice: 
"I would have a diary myself so I would fill in my session and then log it and then 
we would get the GPS report and we would file that alongside it so we would have 
the session and the breakdown of the session [i.e., different types of activities] and 
the GPS as well attached to it. So we would get a good idea over time of what the 
body has done [in each activity] and how it felt then and how they performed. To 
see if there is any sort of pattern." - Coach 11 
Coach 11’s embrace of GPS data to guide his planning design was the exception amongst 
this coaching sample. When applied as described above, S&C related data clearly holds 
important implications for coaches from a monitoring and injury prevention perspective 
(Higham, Pyne, Anson, Hopkins, & Eddy, 2016). However, coaches must be careful in 
their levels of commitment to S&C requirements during activity design, as the physical 
demand, while important, should not outweigh the technical and tactical emphasis of the 
task design. In most cases, it seemed that coaches conceded on their initial design elements 
to satisfy GPS metrics. Unlike in previous studies (e.g., Martindale & Nash, 2013), it 
appears that many coaches followed guidelines relating to sport science unquestioningly. 
Further education and communication are two obvious action points that can be taken to 
bridge this gap (Brink, Kuyvenhoven, Toering, Jordet, & Frencken, 2018). Ultimately, 
coaches should not be consumed in their session planning (activity design) by the need to 
fulfil certain GPS targets to the extent that their pedagogical approach is compromised. 




On rare occasions, coach education was reported to influence some of the decisions coaches 
made in planning. Only two coaches highlighted their exposure to coaching models such as 
constraints-led theory and GBAs in physical education and sports science related courses as 
aiding in their structuring of practice.  
“to be fair a lot of coaches implement a lot of the core teachings of these 
pedagogical models without knowing what their pedagogical model is, they’re just 
doing it. I think the benefit that you and I might have, and a lot of our colleagues is 
that we understand the background to them, the history of them, we know how to 
expand them, or pull back when we need to. But without question, a lot of my 
coaching practice comes from my PE practice or what was my PE practice back in 
the day.” – Coach 2 
Ultimately, however, no coach reported strictly basing their practice on any specific model:  
“I’m going to be honest, I haven’t delved into them in great detail like. It’s 
something that I’ve glanced at and ghost at, but I haven’t gone into them in massive 
detail. Are they (coach theory and GBA models) worth looking at?” – Coach 12 
These findings support the general consensus within coaching research that suggest 
coaches’ practice is largely uninformed by coaching theory (Cushion, 2013; Lyle, 2018). 
Therefore, for the coaches in this study, it is likely that they based their planning practices 
on an implicit understanding of what they deemed to work developed from experience and 
informal sources as opposed to guiding their planning based on evidence based pedagogy 
(Trudel & Gilbert, 2006). However, Coach 2 suggests that many coaches are broadly 
applying “a lot of the core teachings” advocated within coaching theory, but without 
holding an explicit awareness. Greenwood, Davids & Renshaw (2012) support this notion 
highlighting that many coaches operating in high performance environments possess an 
understanding and employ best practice strategies resulting from sports coaching empirical 
research despite them not necessarily being aware of key theoretical ideas and vocabulary. 
However, there is research to suggest that without an explicit awareness of pedagogy and 
supporting theory, coaches are unlikely to consciously reflect on how chosen strategies will 
impact their player’s learning (Abraham & Collins, 2011). Consequently, this lack of 
explicit awareness and knowledge likely means coaches were limited in the degree of 




pedagogical responsibility they can apply to their planning process in comparison to those 
coaches who hold an in-depth knowledge and awareness in coaching theory such as GBAs 
(Harvey et al., 2010; Light, 2004). Pedagogical responsibility in the context of GBA 
planning may include a coach’s awareness to scaffold learning tasks, plan questions and 
manipulate activity conditions.  
5.3.1.2 Subtheme – Session content/practice activities 
GBAs promote the identification and development of tactical themes within the planning 
process (Mitchell, Oslin, & Griffin, 2005). Tactical themes seek to ensure purpose by 
directing coaches’ session planning around an explicit tactical concept as opposed to an 
unstipulated collection of tactical ideas. For the most part, explicit tactical themes did not 
feature in coaches’ session plans. Instead, coaches’ session focus was dictated by their 
competitive games: identifying areas for improvement based on previous games, and then 
planning for upcoming opposition: 
“Whereas we have progressed with [team name omitted] you’re reacting to what has 
happened in the previous game, you’re reacting to the next opposition and you’re 
trying to make your games or whatever you’re doing in training specific to that, to 
learn and add to what you’ve done in the last game, to improve for the next game.” 
– Coach 4 
Unlike in physical education settings where GBAs and tactical themes were originally 
proposed to cater for groups with varying experiences and expertise in sport, coaches in 
elite settings are dealing with experienced players likely to hold high levels of 
understanding in tactical concepts. Therefore, the coaches’ approach in this study to base 
session plans on past/upcoming competition resulted in players being challenged by 
multiple tactical concepts within the one session thus differing with the narrower tactical 
problem/themed approach outlined within GBAs (Garcia-Lopez et al., 2009; Harvey & 
Jarrett, 2014; Pill, 2016). However, while accepting the need for coaches’ session plans in 
this context to include a variety of tactical problems within one session, it is critical for 
coaches to support this approach by clearly outlining the tactical concepts and their 
accompanying principles of play/objectives to ensure purpose and understanding are 
achieved. An overt understanding of the purpose of each task is critical to learning (Pill, 




2015; Vinson et al., 2017). However, for several coaches, this explicit detail was missing 
from their plans and from their articulation of the session design. Explicitly outlining the 
relative target concepts for the session can facilitate the coach’s planning by directing them 
towards planning activities that consolidate, refine and extend understanding of the various 
game concepts in action (Mosston & Ashworth, 2002). Pill (2015) suggest that by coaches 
deliberately identifying the targeted tactical concepts and associated principles of play, they 
ensure that players are “playing with purpose”.  
As has been the case in other observational GBA coaching studies (Croad & Vinson, 2018; 
Light & Evans, 2010) coaches primarily used game-related activity as the primary activity 
type within their session plans to address the areas identified from past performances and 
upcoming competition:  
 “When it comes to planning sessions, games are a constant. The only time where 
games-based work wouldn’t be a focal point in any session would be in our soft 
skills section at the beginning of a session.” – Coach 4 
“75% of the session is either conditioned games and then our game plan, how we 
are going to play and dealing with the opposition coming forward.” – Coach 12 
Coaches using games is not unique and the high value this group of coaches placed on the 
use of games reflects a recent growing trend in other invasion game sports (Hall et al., 
2016; O’Connor et al., 2018) towards games as the prominent practice session activity type. 
Coaches indicated using a variety of different game forms. However, a novel finding in this 
research was the universal favouring by coaches in full-sided games. Full-sided games were 
referred to as an activity using actual match play numbers (15 vs. 15) and pitch size 
dimensions (145m x 90m):  
 “For me the only thing that can really reflect what happens in match play is match 
play, you can’t even replicate that in training. However, the closest thing to match 
play is an internal training match as such, the size of the pitch, the effort you are 
trying to get through, obviously this is where your GPS analysis comes in where 
you are looking at the relationship between games-based training and match based. 
So it’s the closest thing that you can have that can replicate it. Even half pitch 




matches, 5 vs. 5, 5 vs. 4, they’re all brilliant and hugely intense for short bouts of 
time, but they never reflect what will happen on a 145 by 90 pitch with 15 players 
going at it.” - Coach 4  
“For us to work on our own game plan defensively and offensively, we feel a lot of 
the time we need that 15 playing the game we feel that is what is going to happen if 
a team plays a defensive plan. You know, 12, 13 players behind the ball, we need 
the players to experience that. It makes them better decision-makers. I also feel the 
dimensions of the pitch as well, that’s what they are going to face in a game, so 
again it just comes back to better decision-making for them on the field of play. We 
find that it works well within our conditioning as well, we’re getting a very similar 
profile within our sessions to our actual games. When we are looking at our GPS 
small-sided games don’t always give us that volume or that correct number of 
accelerations, whereas we get 15 aside, play it in blocks of 7 minutes, we’re getting 
a real good training effect. Maybe over and beyond sometimes the game demands 
so that’s one of the other reasons why we feel 15-a-side works well for us.” - Coach 
11 
While not articulating the exact research terminology, coaches demonstrated attempts to 
satisfy the GBA pedagogical principle of representative design (Werner et al., 1996) along 
with representative learning design guidelines (Pinder et al., 2011) in their rationale for the 
utilisation of full-sided games as a preferred practice activity. One reason for coaches’ 
preference for games with greater numbers and space seemed to align with a desire to 
present players with the high levels of variability they are likely to experience in match 
play. Renshaw and Chow (2018) suggest that as athletes progress to elite environments 
there is a need to increase variability within practice tasks to promote more adaptable 
behaviour. This preference is interesting given little GBA research previously explicated 
detail regarding coaches’ preference for full-sided games. Croad and Vinson (2018) 
reported one elite netball coach favouring full-sided games as her preferred activity type 
approach to planning sessions. However, the differences from a playing size, team numbers 
and game dynamic perspective are stark between netball and Gaelic football. Therefore, 




further research in large area field based sports such as Australian football, soccer and 
rugby is required to corroborate findings from this research.  
Coaches supported their use of full-sided games by including a variety of conditions and 
scenarios to replicate desired patterns of play or opposition characteristics:  
“Normally when I watch a game from the weekend you’ll always pick up on what 
has been good and what has been bad and when you look through your own notes 
and the notes from the previous couple of weeks training you can see that ‘if I put a 
condition into this game that’s really going to target that skill that let us down or 
that decision-making in that particular area of the field so that’s how I come up with 
my games.” - Coach 6 
 “I would spend a lot of time in planning on picking teams, likely scenarios and 
deciding opposition tactics. Picking teams, you might be wanting to see how some 
players are matching up against others, or because you might have a 
tactical….sometimes you might want to mimic how a team plays at the weekend, so 
sometimes you might have to pick your team separately, to make sure you have the 
right guys who understand the importance of their role of mimicking.” - Coach 3 
Coaches’ reference to ‘conditions’ and detailed planning of tactics, scenarios, and even 
personnel in their application of full-sided games reflects an intention to ensure games are 
purposeful and carry meaning. Meaningful learning occurs when the player is able to make 
sense of, and connect to what is to be learned, identify relevant knowledge and information, 
organise it into a coherent structure, and integrate it with other knowledge (Mayer, 2004). 
The coaches’ inclusion of purposeful scenarios and conditions reflect efforts by the coach 
to achieve meaningful learning by guiding players toward relevant information (Memmert, 
2015) as learning is not achieved by simply playing games (Metzler, 2011). Coach 6’s 
utilisation of conditions is aligned with the pedagogical principle of exaggeration whereby 
coaches create conditions within a practice task to emphasise a particular pattern of play. 
Evidence of conditions being employed as a tool for exaggeration to achieve positive 
responses have been commonly reported across a range of GBA coaching studies (Harvey 
et al., 2010; Koekeck et al., 2014; Praxedes et al., 2016; Serra-Olivares et al., 2015). 
However, detail regarding the use of conditions to mimic opposition characteristics are less 




common. Coaches’ decision to focus their practice conditions/constraints on opposition 
characteristics seems to align with what Pill (2014) describes as a team’s (coach’s) desire to 
de-stabilise or re-stabilise a system of play. Game play comprises of a series of sub phases 
where the reciprocity of the opposition relationship of attack and defence presents specific 
problems to players (Gréhaigne, Godbout, & Zerai, 2011). The coaches’ focus on designing 
practices that mimic opposition characteristics can be seen as a deliberate attempt to afford 
players opportunities to recognise areas where they can create a favourable balance against 
the opposition system of defence/attack and gain a tactical advantage (Davids, Araújo, & 
Shuttleworth, 2005; Pill, 2014). Specifying such information in the practice task through 
the use of individual and collective constraints/conditions as seen by coaches in this study 
is likely to lead to better decision-making in game time (Gorman, 2010). 
While discussion around the use of full-sided games do not feature prominently within the 
GBA literature, a significant body of research supports the use of small-sided modified 
games (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Light et al., 2014, Serra-Olivares et al., 2016). Coaches 
also planned small-sided games, however, these games appeared to be used less frequently 
and were predominantly employed for fitness purposes: 
“There are other components like small-sided games, 7 on 7, yeah but not a huge 
amount. You certainly could use them from a fitness point of view. If you have a 
squad of 32/33 and you want to split them into two teams and run two or three four 
minute games, it’s fantastic for fitness and maybe that concept of moving ahead of 
the ball and supporting each other, and obviously you have smaller numbers, which 
means you have more touches to the ball. That would be it, but I would not get 
bogged down. I would not get bogged down doing 7 V 7 and 8 V 8 and 9 V 9 and 2 
V 2 and 3 V 3. Do I do them? Yes, but it would be a small percentage of the time.” - 
Coach 5 
Coaches’ sparse use of smaller sided games suggest a low perceived value in these reduced 
game forms to reflect the tactical demands and decision-making players are likely to face in 
actual match play. However, research suggests that smaller games can have a multitude of 
benefits not just limited to fitness. For example, Davids, Araújo, Correia, and Vilar (2013) 
describe small-sided games as being useful to isolate particular tactical problems that occur 




in sub-phases of match play (i.e., 1 vs. 1, 4 vs. 3) consequently providing players with 
increased frequency to experience tactical problem solving, interpersonal communication 
and contextual variability through ongoing interactions with teammates, opponents and task 
constraints. CLT extends on this point noting that players engage in a conversation of 
movement during participation in game play (Light & Fawns, 2003) and while this is likely 
to occur during full-sided games also, the frequency of exposure during reduced game 
forms is likely to be higher for each individual player. Furthermore, social interaction in the 
form of verbal communications as emphasised within CLT is likely to produce increased 
episodes of verbal communication between players within small-sided games (Light, 2013). 
Moreover, smaller sided games can be used as a scaffolding tool whereby the tactical 
complexity players experience in the full-sided version can be reduced in a smaller version 
before returning to the full game. Notwithstanding these possibilities, there were few 
examples in this study of coaches’ utilisation of small-sided games for the purposes 
described above. Coaches may seek to revisit and challenge their understanding of what 
they consider to be representative and channel new ways of integrating task 
constraints/conditions in smaller sided versions to help achieve their tactical outcomes. It 
may be argued that coaches’ lack of exposure to and understanding of coaching theory 
(e.g., ED) and GBA models limits their understanding of how best to use small-sided 
games (Vella, Crowe, & Oades, 2013). Exposure to GBA models along with the principles 
of non-linear pedagogy in this context may educate coaches on ways to reduce or increase 
tactical complexity (Mitchell et al., 2006) and attain representation (Renshaw et al., 2019) 
in reduced game forms. Such an approach may provide players with greater opportunities to 
succeed or be challenged than they may receive in the larger games preferred by coaches in 
this study (Atencio, Yi, Clara, & Miriam, 2014; Tan et al., 2012). 
Coaches highlighted the need to include other activities that they felt address specific 
shortcomings in game-based activities. For example, despite valuing the ability of game-
related activity to develop fitness, all coaches factored in isolated fitness block work when 
planning their practice sessions:  
“Because sometimes you won’t always get the value from a conditioning 
perspective out of game-based… you might with 60% of the group, you might with 




80% of the group but sometimes you won’t always, so basically if you want 
everyone to get a real isolated block of conditioning and regulate their fitness, let’s 
get them doing it together.” - Coach 2 
There was considerable variation across coaches in terms of how isolated fitness activities 
were included in their plans. For some coaches isolated fitness was included in most 
sessions, whereas for others it was deemed only necessary in certain situations: 
“We look for 80% of what we were going to do in a game like. High speed running. 
So for example if the boys are doing 2K, high speed running we look for about, 
1700/1600 metres, that’s what we look for. And I have this planned. I have A and 
B, I mightn’t need B. I know if they’re getting enough of games or I have, or else I 
might have to top boys up at the end if they’re standing behind the goals and they 
haven’t got the ball for a while.” - Coach 8 
“The other thing is from a psychological perspective, sometimes you can’t beat 
players just really “digging in”, understanding that they’re in hole and that they’ve 
got to get through this (isolated fitness work) together. So I do think there is value 
with that.” – Coach 2 
The cases presented by coaches offer an interesting discussion point for the employment of 
GBAs and games in elite environments to provide for all of a team’s physical requirements. 
Undoubtedly, a significant appeal in the adoption of game-related activity in team-based 
sports is based on their holistic nature and ability to produce positive outcomes across the 
tactical, technical and physical domains (Farrow et al., 2008; Gabbett et al., 2009). There is 
a vast body of literature in the sports sciences which has weighed up the relative merits in 
using isolated fitness activities, drills and game-related activity (Dellal et al., 2012; 
Delextrat & Martinez, 2014; Gabbett et al., 2009; Halouani et al., 2014; Olthof et al., 2018). 
Ultimately, the consensus resulting from these articles highlights the need for a joint 
approach in preparing the athlete from a physical perspective. However, a crucial element 
missing from these articles relates to the pedagogical element; specifically, the ability of the 
coach to design games. It may be possible that a coach employing sophisticated conditions 
within their game design may be able to produce all of the necessary physical fitness 
demands as well as tactical and technical objectives (therefore not requiring the 




implementation of isolated fitness blocks). However, Coach 2 offers an interesting case 
study in this regard as his position as a lecturer in physical education likely ensures 
familiarity with sophisticated game design tools, yet he highlights a deficiency in games to 
produce an appropriate collective physical response. Seemingly, the strength of games as 
seen through the lens of CLT in providing the learner with the power to make decisions 
independently (Davis & Sumura, 2003; Light, 2008), may carry some negative physical 
outcomes with certain players using this independence to hold back on physical effort 
within the game environment. In other elite coaching settings in which observational 
pedagogical research was conducted (Croad & Vinson, 2018; Evans, 2012), the place for 
isolated fitness within a GBA was not discussed. In elite settings, it may be the case that 
some allowance can be made for isolated fitness work (as is currently the case for isolated 
skills) for coaches who display strong pedagogical planning expertise and sound theoretical 
underpinning. Although, coaches should primarily endeavour to achieve physical markers 
through sophisticated game-related activity designs.  
Another activity type which featured in all but one of the coaches’ session plans was 
isolated skills practice. The utilisation of isolated skills practice tasks are not forbidden 
within GBAs, however, they should only be used when necessary and not as a starting point 
(Bunker & Thorpe, 1982; Mitchell, Oslin & Griffin, 2013; Metzler, 2011). Many of the 
coaches’ application of isolated skills practice was in conflict to these GBA guidelines 
whereby coaches implemented skills practice as a consistent preparatory task before 
entering tactical game-related activities: 
“I believe that to develop skills you have to do it in isolation. It’s very well to 
develop skill in the white heat of battle, but if they don’t have the basic technique in 
something like tackling then there’s no point in going into game-based stuff because 
you’ve got to get the technique right first before you get the benefit out of game-
based stuff.” - Coach 1 
Their strongly held views reflect a belief that player’s participation in games is insufficient 
in developing technical skill. In light of these findings, it is useful to consult with Light and 
Evan’s (2013) work on coaching habitus to understand coaches’ views on this matter. 
Succinctly, habitus deals with how one’s experiences can influence their practice. In their 




study of elite rugby coaches in the southern hemisphere, Light and Evans (2013) found that 
coaches’ lack of consideration and cynicism for developing tactical knowledge and 
decision-making had clear implications for their dispositions towards a GBA with its 
emphasis on developing these aspects of the game. Similarly, in the current research, 
coaches’ disregard for games to develop skill in conjunction with decision-making reflects 
a disposition at odds with a GBA. While research regarding the capabilities of GBAs to 
develop technical skill remains equivocal (Kinnerk et al., 2018; Miller, 2015), guidelines 
related to the development of technical skill through a GBA are clear and eleven of the 
twelve coaches’ plans did not reflect GBA recommendations.      
In contrast to the 11 coaches discussed in the previous paragraph, one coach was 
completely adverse to the employment of any drills or isolated skills practice and provided 
specific examples on how he compensates for their exclusion within session planning: 
“I would normally bring in skill based work in to game-based environments 
whereby the pressure is reduced from 100% which is match play down to maybe 
50% and then increase it. So 5 v 2 and non-dominant kicking in a 40 by 40 grid, you 
get 6 of these grids on a pitch, have a 5 v 2, but then if you want to make it 
dominant, it’s not 5 v 2 anymore, you make it a 4 v 3 because you’re on your 
dominant foot. And that’s how we do it.” - Coach 2 
In organising a practice activity as described, Coach 2 demonstrates an understanding of 
den Duyn’s (1997) definition of skill; that is, technique performed in context. There are 
strong links with GBA pedagogy in this coach’s purposeful design. For example, the 
pedagogical principles of representation, exaggeration and tactical complexity are evident. 
Specifically, the coach’s altering of the attack to defence ratio coupled with the condition to 
perform a pass by prescribing one specific method adheres to what Werner et al. (1999) 
suggested when proposing modification exaggeration. Moreover, the CLT learning tool of 
scaffolding is evident from the coach’s provisions to increase or decrease difficulty in task 
(according to the players’ progress). With a scarcity of pedagogical research set in elite 
team settings and little discussion regarding the development of skill, the above example 
acts as an explicit attempt to develop skill whilst abiding by theoretical assumptions within 
a GBA. In contrast to other coaches in the study, this coach’s disposition was likely guided 




by their role as a physical education lecturer and therefore their exposure and understanding 
of pedagogy and theory is likely to have facilitated this approach to skill development.  
5.3.1.3 Subtheme: Session sequence 
GBA scholars explicate a practice session sequence that begins with an initial game form to 
frame the coaching session (Metzler, 2011; Pill, 2014). Coaches are then required to 
carefully construct a sequence of inter-connected tasks that either progress or simplify 
concepts engrained within the initial game form. In this way, the coaching session may be 
viewed as a story with a purposeful sequence and clear relationship between tasks. In the 
context of the current study, the concept of sequencing did not feature with many coaches 
only providing a weak rationale for why they placed activities at certain points within their 
session plans: 
“but I suppose there’s no real magical formula for why I have the sequence like that. 
It’s just the structure of it that that’s the way it would be.” – Coach 6 
“Ahm, maybe it’s a force of habit, it’s not something I’ve thought long and hard 
about, no. No, it’s maybe force of habit.” - Coach 12 
The inattention by coaches toward the concept of sequencing practice activities within their 
planning process signals a significant deviation from GBA pedagogy. Jones and Thomas 
(2015) identify sequencing as a form of macro scaffolding. However, the authors do not 
discuss this concept in coaching. Indeed, limited guidelines exist in the GBA literature 
regarding sequencing as a pedagogical tool. GBA literature promotes the use of an initial 
game form but outside of that research papers have failed to engage in discussion and have 
contributed little regarding its true impact within the session and the deeper underpinning 
aspects at play. Thus, it is feasible that omission of such detail has facilitated coaches 
failing to consider sequencing as a possibility to impact learning, as was the case amongst 
this group of coaches. 
CLT acts as a suitable lens to initiate discussion regarding the potential impact of 
sophisticated sequencing on player learning. In CLT, learning is seen as a process that 
involves interpretation in which there is no pre-given external reality (Light, 2008). CLT 
also views learning as an active process where the learner is encouraged to re-examine their 




experiences. By carefully sequencing activities to create connections between tasks, a 
coach may encourage the player to interpret and actively make sense of these connections. 
To supplement this process, the coach can facilitate periods within the session where 
players engage in an explicit discussion of the sequencing. Therefore, learning initially 
takes place through the game and is subsequently enhanced through dialogue (Butler, 2014; 
Godbout & Richard, 2000; Light, 2013). To provide an example, a practice session with a 
carefully constructed sequence may invite the player to delve deeper into why a condition 
or zoned restriction was used in previous tasks and its relationship with the current task and 
indeed the overall session. This form of engagement by the player reflects the higher-level 
thinking and reflective processes advocated in the CLT literature (Richard & Wallian, 
2005; Stolz and Pill, 2014). However, in the context of the current study, coaches’ 
obliviousness to the pedagogical tool of sequencing resulted in little connections between 
tasks and therefore a missed opportunity for players to interpret and make meaning.   
While not aligned with GBA guidelines, the coaches did offer noteworthy contributions to 
the application of sequencing in sports coaching settings. Unlike many coaches, Coach 2, 
while not following the exact GBA sequence, was able to clearly rationalise his reasons for 
adopting his specific sequence of practice activities and defend his departure from GBA 
methods: 
“In terms of whole part whole, generally, you’re trying to work out, what’s not 
working in the whole before you break it into the part and then rebuild it again. For 
me at this level, you should really know what you need work on and improve on 
within a given session; if you don’t, well then there’s something wrong.” – Coach 2 
It is worth noting that the coach in question articulated both an in-depth understanding of 
GBAs and a strong case for why he does not employ a whole-part-whole concept as 
advocated in the GBA literature (Metzler, 2011; Pill, 2015). Specifically, GBAs were 
originally proposed for teaching and physical education environments (Bunker & Thorpe, 
1982). In contrast to PE, high performance sport gathers considerable pre-session 
information (e.g., familiarity with squad due to significant coaching contact time) which is 
not available to the teacher (Bailey, 2005). This example illustrates how principles derived 




from physical education settings cannot be uncritically transposed to high performance 
sport environments. 
Another pre-session source of information available to coaches is video analysis. Although 
video analysis is a relatively new addition to sports coaching settings, it is considered an 
integral part of the coaching process (Groom et al., 2011; Groom, Cushion, & Nelson, 
2012; Vinson et al., 2016). While coaches gave little thought to the sequencing of practice 
tasks within the session, they were very deliberate with their placement of the video 
analysis session prior to the coaching session. Typically, coaches included a video analysis 
session in their plans immediately prior to the commencement of the pitch session: 
“I always factor video analysis into my session planning. We’d normally position 
this before the practical session. It’s normally based on the main things we are 
going to work on out in the pitch afterwards. Showing two, maybe three clips, 
having a discussion on it, “what do you see?” letting the players discuss it, put up 
the coaching points, sometimes I’d often show three clips of the game from the 
week before and they come up with their comments, lads what do ye see here. 
They’ve actually designed the training session that we are going to do out on the 
field.” - Coach 3 
The accounts from coaches in relation to their deliberate placement of video analysis to 
frame the subsequent coaching content, along with the rationale provided by Coach 2 for 
his departure from an initial game GBA sequence, provides interesting points for GBA 
scholars to reflect on. Specifically, if the central purpose of utilising an initial game form is 
to provide context for the session to follow and identify areas of strengths/weaknesses in 
players (increase awareness for both player and coach), acknowledgement should be given 
to other innovative and contemporary methods (such as the placement of video analysis 
pre-session) of attaining such information.  Therefore, flexibility should be granted to GBA 
sports coaches (who satisfy theoretical knowledge, squad familiarity, alternative methods) 
in the placement of practice activities within coaching sessions, whereby they are not bound 
to typical GBA activity order (i.e., game, part, game) but rather rationalise their session 
sequence by diagnosis of desired outcomes. This recommendation comes with a cautionary 
note that coaches should not interpret this as a licence to abstract parts of a pedagogical 




approach and integrate in their own self-referenced approach (Cushion, 2013; Roberts, 
2011), but rather seeks to stimulate an awareness and appreciation for new developments 
emerging outside of physical education contexts that may fit within GBA tenets. 
5.3.2 Theme: In-Session Coaching Strategies 
5.3.2.1 Subtheme: Questioning 
The majority of coaches reported using or attempting to use questioning as a behaviour in 
their coaching approach. Coaches reported a number of benefits to using questioning as an 
in-session strategy, especially compared with more direct instructional methods. In 
particular, coaches alluded to problem solving, player autonomy and engagement as some 
of the key development areas from asking questions. 
“I try to get the feedback from them rather than giving feedback to players. If you’re 
preaching and telling all the time you are going to create a team of robots who are 
just listening. You want people who can think for themselves.” - Coach 12 
Coaches’ rationale for utilising questions displays an awareness of the need for players to 
be actively involved in their learning. These views reflect a CLT perspective whereby 
questioning is encouraged to provide opportunities for players to reflect on experience, 
make meaning of it and reconstruct knowledge thus reducing the chance of creating a “team 
of robots” (Cushion, 2011). Coaches’ general beliefs that questioning was a necessary 
coaching strategy contrasts with the elite coaches in Light and Evans (2013) study who 
conveyed preference towards directive methods of instruction. In this regard, it is possible 
that the growing body of literature (Cope et al., 2016; Harvey & Light, 2015; Kinnerk et al., 
2018; Light & Harvey, 2015; Praxedes et al., 2016) supporting the application of 
questioning in coaching settings is assimilating into the general coaching population, 
prompting at least an awareness that questioning may have many benefits as an 
instructional behaviour.  
The coaches provided rich descriptions to support their claims that questioning was indeed 
an active tool in their coaching approach and not simply a soundbite. However, there were 
large variations in the examples that coaches provided in relation to questioning. While 
some coaches employed questioning after players had taken part in a game-related activity 




and during the water break time, others discussed examples including: integrating direct 
instruction and questions; using “freeze frames” to deliver questions to an entire group; and 
pulling a single player out of a group to ask a number of questions before entering that 
player back into the play: 
 “I bring the players in, ask them how they feel, what’s working well, you know, 
what did we do that worked well, let’s talk about each attack get a conversation 
going and get them thinking on a deeper level of how we’re performing, is there 
anything in particular that we need to really improve on? And you’re hoping that 
then they will say “we’re not moving the ball quick enough” or “there’s no width in 
our play” or “we’re taking into contact”. Right so let’s go back into it again and 
repeat that process.” - Coach 5 
“I’d maybe blow the whistle twice and that means freeze: “What are we thinking? 
What is the next move? What are you doing over there? Who’s marking who?” So 
I’d often freeze the play, not too often because you’d lose them, but I freeze the play 
sometimes just to get coaching points on to them." – Coach 3 
“So I can call a player over and just go through, talk through aspects, a few 
questions, send them back in straight away so you’re not negatively impacting the 
activity. And I love that in particular, because whatever chat you just had, he can act 
on it straight away.” - Coach 7  
This variety in questioning application contrasts with the findings of Evans (2006), where 
elite coaches reported only using questioning at the completion of a task. Coaches’ 
questioning was a means of prompting players to reflect on tactical concepts or specified 
game scenarios therefore directly attempting to impact their decision-making in the 
upcoming play. Indeed, some coaches’ mode of questioning reflected guidelines promoted 
within the GBA literature (Harvey & Light, 2015). Examples presented by coaches 
included applying questioning through stopping the play at a ‘teachable moment’ or 
withdrawing one player from the pitch to ask a question (Cazden, 2001). Coaches’ 
application of questioning in this way satisfies what Oslin and Mitchell (2006) describe as 
effective questioning: that is, questioning should encourage learners to reflect upon their 
performance to allow them to best solve problems and make correct decisions. Research 




supports the application of questioning in this way to positively impact problem solving 
ability, critical thinking and social development (Forrest, 2014; Light & Harvey, 2015; 
Yang, Newby, & Bill, 2005).  
Notwithstanding positive claims and examples, a number of concerns and difficulties were 
highlighted by coaches when including questioning as a strategy in their sessions to suggest 
that it was not a fully embraced or consistent tool in their coaching approach. Firstly, while 
coaches provided examples of using questioning in their sessions, they reported being 
conscious of keeping these periods to a minimum as they felt prolonged periods disrupt the 
flow and intensity of the session along with inhibiting the attainment of the S&C coach’s 
GPS targets. Consequently, these preoccupations can have a negative effect on the coaches’ 
application of questioning:  
“So sometimes you just fall victim and you just give the answer yourself. 
Sometimes you are trying to structure a training and like you have 5 minutes game 
and then from a fitness and intensity point of view you don’t want to be there for ten 
minutes yapping. Sometimes you bring them in and you’re asking questions but you 
know the clock is ticking like, and you’re trying to get them to come forth with the 
answer of ‘that’s what has to happen’ but then sometimes you use that step by 
giving them the answer.” - Coach 10 
Coaches’ perceptions of their questioning approach being compromised due to perceived 
time constraints offer an insight into some of the external pressures that can exist in 
competitive sports coaching settings. These findings mirror those of Evans (2012) where 
coaches highlighted limiting their application of questioning due to a need to push on in 
training to ensure all areas were covered. Coach 10’s admission of “giving them the 
answer” is an unfortunate outcome of perceived time restrictions and highlights a negative 
consequence of a coach reconciling their pedagogical approach and players’ understanding 
in favour of physiological markers. Research highlights that offering answers too quickly 
can prevent the development of more complex forms of thinking (Cope et al., 2016; Croad 
& Vinson, 2018). CLT promotes learner engagement with deep reflection and critical 
thinking as a means of constructing knowledge and meaning (Light, 2008). Coaches’ 
reluctance to employ questioning based on the perception of losing intensity may be 




encouraged by data from sports performance literature (Morgans, Orme, Anderson, & 
Drust, 2014) that suggest rest periods between two and two and a half minutes for small-
sided games application. This period of time should be sufficient time for coaches to apply 
questioning should they wish. This pedagogical expertise is seen in the sophistication of 
methods for dealing with questioning scenarios and includes an investment in the careful 
planning of questions and setting clear expectations for periods of dialogue. 
Notwithstanding such perceived pressures of the “clock ticking” and a loss in intensity, 
within the current cohort the absence of questioning was, in many cases, associated with an 
absence of pedagogical knowledge.  
Coaches’ pedagogical expertise in the application of questioning is often highlighted as a 
key limitation in the degrees of commitment and success in relation to questioning use 
(Cope et al., 2016; Pill, 2015; Roberts, 2011). Indeed, there were many examples provided 
by coaches in this research that could be directly linked to deficiencies in pedagogical 
expertise. Several coaches highlighted their ability to ask “good” questions and react in 
questioning sessions as problematic in their application and commitment to utilising 
questioning. In addition, coaches experienced difficulties in their management and 
structuring of group questioning. Coaches reported full-group questioning to be ineffective 
with the same players consistently answering questions, or too many players answering 
questions/giving their opinions and often leading into longer than planned discussions: 
“so many fellas would be contributing, you’d be kind of “okay lads, hold on a 
second, we’re trying to get a solution here, we’re not trying to get 30 responses, or 
you’ll have 30, but you might get 4 or 5 fellas, then next thing some fella goes off 
on a tangent.” - Coach 4 
Difficulties such as structuring full group questioning and reacting to answers reflect a 
difficulty with the dynamic nature of questioning. The pedagogical difficulties experienced 
by these coaches’ contrast with other research involving coaches in elite settings (Croad & 
Vinson, 2018; Pill, 2015). For example, the Australian Rules football coaches in Pill’s 
(2015) study were untroubled in their application of questioning, reporting being 
comfortable with the dynamic nature of questioning periods. However, unlike the coaches 
in the current research, the coaches in Pill’s (2015) study overtly claimed to be 




implementing a GBA in the form of Game Sense. This detail is important to consider as at 
the core of effectively employing questioning requires the coach to demonstrate great 
pedagogical expertise in the form of knowing how to direct, structure questions and manage 
group interactions (Harvey & Light, 2015). These are skills which those committed to a 
GBA are likely to possess (Cushion, 2013). At the core of GBAs is an emphasis on 
pedagogy. In contrast, many of the coaches in this study and in other observational research 
(e.g., Partington & Cushion, 2011; Light & Evans, 2010; Roberts, 2011) where difficulties 
implementing questioning have been reported are unlikely to have been exposed to 
pedagogical training or received sufficient guidance in coach education (Cushion, 2013; 
Partington & Cushion, 2011).  
GBAs do not have a licence on pedagogy and three of the coaches who held teaching 
backgrounds associated their training in pedagogy and application of questioning on a daily 
basis as facilitative for operationalising questioning in coaching settings: 
 “Because it’s what we do, it’s what we’ve been taught to do. Albeit in an 
educational environment, to me football or whatever sport is an extension of that. 
The similarities are quite stark and of course there are some differences but most of 
what I do in a coaching setting is exactly what I trained to do as a PE teacher. That’s 
a real added bonus. It doesn’t mean you are going to be a better coach than 
someone. But I do think you’ll have better questioning skills, I think that something 
that you really get in PE. You are not afraid of the silence. You’re not afraid to 
probe. You’re not afraid to redirect. If a player is looking at you totally confused, 
you’re not going to give the answer because he is confused. You might say ‘Well 
John help him out here’ do you get me? We do that naturally.” - Coach 2 
While all the coaches in this study had significant coaching experience, their experience as 
regards the application of questioning was limited. In contrast, GBA coaches and teachers 
whose training has been informed by constructivist theory such as CLT and who are 
exposed to sustained practice in delivering questioning are likely better equipped to 
operationalise this on the training ground. As highlighted by Coach 2, simply asking 
questions does not ensure learning; effective questioning involves expertise in being able to 




facilitate questioning periods, redirecting questions, silence and scaffolding (Cope et al., 
2016; Cushion, 2013; Harvey & Light, 2015). 
Implementing effective questioning is not solely reliant on the coach holding pedagogical 
expertise in sports coaching settings. Research highlights the importance of a coach 
possessing an in-depth knowledge of the game as facilitating successful questioning 
(Harvey et al., 2010; Pill, 2015; Roberts, 2011). There was a consensus amongst many 
coaches that displaying a comprehensive content knowledge is paramount when employing 
questioning or engaging in questioning blocks within sessions: 
“Starting off petrified, no point in lying, because I wouldn’t have trusted my 
knowledge of the game then, you can never trust your knowledge of the game 
because look you’re always learning but like starting off you’d be petrified that 
they’d ask a question that you didn’t know the answer to.”  – Coach 6 
While the coaches in this study may not have extensive experience in the application of 
questioning, they did have significant experience in coaching the sport and therefore were 
likely to hold a high level of knowledge of the game. Despite this, coaches felt vulnerable 
at not having the right answer. This pressure to be seen in the eyes of the player as a 
guru/expert is commensurate with the coach being seen as the gatekeeper of knowledge 
(Evans, 2014). GBAs promote a more equal partnership between coach and learner (Light, 
2013). If such vulnerabilities exist amongst experienced coaches holding a comprehensive 
knowledge of the game, it is therefore likely that novice coaches attempting to incorporate 
questioning will face similar or increased fears (Roberts, 2011). It is critical that along with 
developing their knowledge of the game, coaches also heavily invest in the planning of 
questions to allay some of these fears. Although seemingly spontaneous, effective questions 
are often well planned (Light, 2004). In addition to being an essential process within GBAs, 
planning of questions is also considered an important method to build coach confidence 
(Kinnerk et al., 2018).  
Difficulties in questioning application caused by perceived time restrictions, pedagogical 
expertise and content knowledge were not issues for all coaches. Two coaches rejected 
using questioning in their coaching approach. These coaches reported not using questioning 




as a result of their preference for direct instruction along with perceived notions of players’ 
discomfort at being asked questions:  
“I find it [questioning] a lot of the time very ineffective because a lot of them are 
very self-conscious in front of their peers to say exactly what they want. I think that 
if you push something in the context of their peers you end up sometimes getting 
someone trying to be flippant or you get somebody reacting to a perceived criticism 
so that they feel threatened.” - Coach 1 
“There’s only one way of doing that and that is after he says yes you explain it 
again 20 or 30 times. I think that one of the greatest fuck ups that you can make is to 
assume that they know what you are talking about. I think that you cannot go over it 
often enough.” – Coach 9 
These coaches’ dismissal of questioning and group dialogue as a tool for learning highlight 
an implicit rejection in coaches’ conceptions towards social learning and social 
constructivism. Research outlines that coaches’ understanding of learning, their 
epistemological underpinnings, and their beliefs and assumptions acting often implicitly, 
guides their practice (Cope et al., 2016; Cushion, 2013; Light, 2008). Therefore, the 
coaches’ rejection of questioning in favour of direct instruction reflects a view of learning 
that the coach holds the knowledge and athletes are passive receivers (Cassidy et al., 2016; 
Light & Fawns, 2003; Partington & Cushion, 2013). These beliefs and assumptions are 
often by-products of the tradition or culture of coaching within the sport (Cushion, 2013). 
While only two coaches within this sample overtly indicated not using questioning, 
highlighting once more the variability present within this coaching sample, it provides an 
insight into the strongly held views prevalent within Gaelic football favouring direct 
instructional methods. Within many invasion game sports, the tradition and culture of 
coaching is categorised by high levels of instruction where coaches spend significant time 
in demonstrating, instructing and feedback (O’Connor et al., 2018; Williams & Hodges, 
2005). This approach to learning limits the opportunities for players to be active, social and 
interpretative, three elements which CLT outlines as critical to players’ learning.   
It appears that the cultural and traditional norms outlined in the previous paragraph have 
impacted players’ receptiveness to receiving a questioning approach. Many coaches 




remarked that players often struggled with the concept of being asked questions. Coaches 
highlighted that this may be as a result of lack of exposure to questioning:  
“They got some land the first day I did it, sweat pumping out of fellas like.” - Coach 
10 
“I think that they are not used to it, I think it’s the culture, the habit of Gaelic games 
in Ireland that you’re just so used to being told stuff. Sure you see it yourself, 
you’re told ‘go here, go there’, you’re never asked ‘Why would you go here? Why 
would you go there? Why are we doing this? What could we do to make it better?’ 
The dialogue between coaches and players is very poor, it’s non-existent really.” - 
Coach 6 
Coaches’ accounts of players’ disconcerted reactions to being asked questions reflect the 
deep rooted roles that players have become accustomed to from their experiences of 
receiving coaching where the emphasis is on didactic and autocratic instruction. In such 
cases, players associate the coach as the holder of knowledge and their role as limited to 
receiving this knowledge (Bowles & O’Dwyer, 2019; Evans, 2014). The work of Roberts 
(2011) corroborates these findings whereby a group of cricket coaches’ attempts to use 
questioning were met with frustration and resentment from players. These examples 
highlight the magnitude of shift that learners must make towards constructivist methods. 
Therefore, for coaches attempting change, significant respect and consideration needs to be 
given to facilitate players’ acclimatising to this new style of coaching by clearly articulating 
the purpose of the new pedagogy and providing a supportive environment for their 
involvement (Bowles & O’Dwyer, 2019; Kinnerk et al., 2018; Light, 2013).  
Although acknowledging those issues, one coach emphasised the importance of persevering 
and acculturating players to this style of coaching:  
“It works better every time you do it. It would have been totally alien to them this 
time last year.” - Coach 2 
5.3.2.2 Subtheme: Providing opportunities for player discussion and debate 
GBA literature promotes the inclusion of strategies which provide the athlete with an active 
role within practice sessions (Light, 2013). The area of video analysis in particular emerged 




as a key platform through which the coaches in the current research afforded their players 
opportunities to be active members of a community (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and supports 
recent findings of video analysis becoming a staple aspect in the contemporary coach’s 
pedagogical approach (Vinson et al., 2017). Video analysis sessions were viewed as an area 
where coaches had more freedom to spend time discussing, debating, and questioning 
players than they have on the training ground. In fact, the coaches highlighted video 
analysis as being the medium through which the greatest levels of dialogue between 
players, as well as between coach and players, takes place: 
“We’ll set up, ‘What do you see here? Don’t look at the kick; just want you to see 
what is the opposition doing? Are they pushing up? Are they cutting across?’ 
Questions are going like that and we feel we get more bang for our buck 
questioning them during video analysis than we would during pitch sessions.” - 
Coach 6 
“Some of the best discussions we have are in video analysis meetings. And it’s one 
of the single biggest improvements I’ve seen this year is players’ readiness to 
engage, interrogate, contradict, disagree with each other, all within the one 
meeting.” - Coach 2 
Coaches’ willingness to encourage prolonged periods of dialogue during video sessions 
contrasts with coaches’ reluctance to engage in extended periods of questioning reported 
earlier in this study. It is clear that within video analysis, coaches did not have to contend 
with many of the external pressures (e.g., GPS metrics, time, “flow” and “intensity”) 
presented when conducting the practical session and therefore they felt greater licence to 
innovate (Evans, 2012). The coaches’ articulations of the strategies (i.e., facilitating 
discussion, encouraging debate, prompting reflection) during video analysis reflect many of 
the contemporary teachings in CLT. Coach 2’s description of players engaging in debate 
reflects an environment where players are being provided with opportunities to achieve 
cognitive equilibrium (Light, 2013). According to CLT, learning is a process of adaptation 
to environmental changes whereby learners actively make sense of new information by 
relating it to past experience and knowledge, constructing ways of knowing by restoring a 
state of cognitive equilibrium (Cobb, 1996). The video analysis sessions seem to have 




provided an appropriate environment for the construction of such knowledge with 
individuals having to access their own interpretations to defend their views or actively 
engage with a peer’s perspective in order to make sense of another viewpoint. As a result, 
this process stimulates the changing of existing cognitive structures and/or modifying and 
adapting new knowledge to an existing cognitive structure (de Aguiar & Light, 2018). 
Many of the coaches could be seen as employing video analysis in this way, but did not 
articulate their motives as clearly as coach 2. 
As well as involving players through frequent questioning within video analysis, five 
coaches encouraged players to lead the process:  
“Sometimes they will deliver a video analysis meeting. So basically they’re not 
hearing it from the management about what they can improve or did well, but they 
are actually telling each other about what they felt they can improve upon or what 
they thought they were successful on in the match.” – Coach 2 
“We would like guess what the opposition would do like in small group sessions: 
‘How are we going to beat Team X tactically, psychologically?’ Small groups, they 
come up with the answers.” – Coach 8 
The coaches’ application of video analysis is commensurate with guidelines outlined by 
Mageau and Vallerand (2003) in creating an autonomy supportive environment. 
Specifically, by the coach enabling the players to take ownership of these sessions, they 
adhere to one of the seven pedagogical behaviours proposed by Mageau and Vallerand 
(2003), that is, to “provide athletes with opportunities to take initiative”. This approach 
reported by these five coaches would seem to contest with the fears expressed within some 
coaching research, that didactic pedagogies being used in practice sessions are being 
transferred to video analysis (Cushion, Ford, & Williams, 2012; Groom, Cushion, & 
Nelson, 2011). In fact, this research corroborates a recent pedagogical study carried out in a 
video analysis setting that found coaches adopting methods to give players an active role 
within these sessions (Vinson et al., 2017). As evidenced in previous research (e.g., Adie, 
Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2012; Amorose & Anderson-Butcher, 2015; Kipp & Weiss, 2013; 
Pope & Wilson, 2012), adopting such autonomy supportive strategies in coaching is 
effective in promoting adaptive forms of motivation, engagement and well-being in 




athletes. These benefits resonated amongst the group of coaches who applied this player-led 
approach: 
 “They felt fierce ownership about it themselves and needless to say, as you know 
yourself then a kind of competitive thing developed because two fellas would come 
in and their one was brilliant and we were all saying ‘Jesus that was brilliant lads’ 
and the next two would be coming in then and they’d be wanting to beat the 
previous two and we found it was powerful in fairness.” – Coach 4 
The provision of opportunities for autonomy (e.g., player led video analysis, discussion and 
debate) ensures that communication is a two-way process and is vital in coaches’ attempts 
to empower players. Critically, in coaches’ use of video analysis, learners are seen as 
having an active role and are more than just passive receivers of information (Light et al., 
2014).  
Although reported less frequently than instances within video analysis, there were other 
examples of coaches providing opportunities for players to discuss and debate ideas. 
Various forms of meetings before, during and after sessions were a means by which players 
were empowered. These meetings might be structured opportunities to discuss strategies 
with or without management input, or simply giving players time to themselves during 
breaks in the session. For example:   
“I like meetings before the session …the training session up on the board is 
supposed to do that, but it can only do so much. I think when you can have those 
small unit meetings before trainings, it can really send them out with a sole focus. 
And as always it’s very much a two-way process, there’s lots of chat from them.” – 
Coach 2 
“They have breakouts not just on the pitch, they have breakouts before the session, 
they have breakouts after the session, sometimes they might go away and warm 
down separately and talk through things that happened in the session within their 
unit and come back in collectively before the end.” – Coach 7 




By the players being active agents in the decision-making process regarding team game 
plans and systems of play, coaches felt that players are then being prepared to react, control 
and adapt to changes that take place in competition: 
“in the heat of the battle the players are in the best place to feel what is going on, 
how players are playing, how the opposition is playing, so it’s trying to give them 
that skill set and make the changes and spot these things within the games as 
opposed to relying all the time on the side line to make the changes, they might see 
something that we don’t see. And just being able to spot things quick, taking 
ownership and creating better lines of communication between the players and the 
team. Just if our system is going to work well, everyone has to be in tune and know 
what is going on and how to adjust if a team tries to adjust their system or pattern.” 
– Coaches 11 
For the coaches that highlighted structured periods were provided for players to discuss and 
debate strategies with minimal coach input, coaches are again ensuring that the CLT 
requirement for players to be active in the learning process is met. By giving the players 
power to take control of meetings on the pitch regarding tactics, coaches ensure that the 
players are guiding their own learning rather than being dependent upon feedback from the 
coaches (Grehaigne et al., 2005; Light et al., 2014; Vinson et al., 2017). Research suggests 
that for players who become accustomed with such independence, they are able to “reflect 
upon their embodied responses by bringing them to consciousness through language to 
analyse and modify them as they work on improving their performance” (Light et al., 2014, 
p. 267).  
Autonomy and player independence are important, but they must be accompanied by 
structure and support in order to meet players’ psychological needs (Mageau & Vallerand, 
2003). Examples of this structure and support can be seen in the authentic shared 
partnership (Jones & Standage, 2006) exhibited by Coaches 3 and 4 in the guided 
conditional support they provided when players were attempting to integrate a new game 
plan idea that they had created:  
“even this year the players might say: ‘We’d like to try this’ and I’d never agree 
with them straight away because I do think for any new thing you do there are 




consequences. So this year the players wanted to do something in a replay and I said 
I have a problem with this but I’ll agree with this if A, B and C are complied with. 
So I focused the guys on A, B and C at training and as a result we were able to 
comply with their demands for the following week.” - Coach 3 
“When you’re doing something, if you get them involved in it and we all make the 
mistakes together. I’d make the initial suggestion and then we’d all make mistakes 
and we’d find the holes in it and we’ll repair it and we’ll get there doing it 
together.” – Coach 4 
It can be seen that, in stipulating certain conditions that must be met in order for the players 
to apply their tactical idea, the coach was providing structure to ensure players have the 
necessary understanding and information to perform these roles (Pope & Wilson, 2012), 
consequently fostering their perceived competence to apply their new tactic (Occhino, 
Mallett, Rynne, & Carlisle, 2014). Mageau and Vallerand (2003) refer to this pedagogical 
strategy as “providing choice within boundaries”. This supported autonomy ensures that 
coaches do not suffer from adopting a naïve constructivist approach (Prawat, 1992) 
whereby players receive little or no guidance, placing an inordinate faith in their ability to 
structure their own learning (Davis & Sumara, 2003; Windschitl, 2002).  
Not all coaches advocated athlete-centred behaviours. Some coaches expressed concerns 
regarding the concept of player autonomy: 
“No, I don’t think, I don’t agree with that to be honest, you know you’re there as a 
coach to lead.” – Coach 1 
“I wouldn’t say they [the players] would have a huge call on how we’re going to 
play or the game plan.” – Coach 8  
In a number of cases, coaches showed an awareness of the benefits in being “player-
centred”, referenced associated vernacular (“empowerment”, “ownership”, “player-
centred”) and claimed to employ autonomy supportive strategies in their coaching. 
However, these coaches failed to support these claims with authentic examples from their 
practice:  




“if you take the simple thing of the starting time for training, I’ve never said to a 
player “you have to be here for 7:30” but there is an expectation because of the 
respect and ownership area that everyone is there long before 7:30 starting.” – 
Coach 9 
This contradiction, whereby coaches demonstrate some knowledge of a concept but fail to 
support it with tangible examples in their practice, is termed an “epistemological gap”; that 
is, using the language of a particular approach but with limited conceptual or practical 
understanding of it (Cushion, 2013; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Light, 2008; Partington & 
Cushion, 2012). Indeed, some of the coaches in this study reported behaviours more closely 
linked with an autocratic controlling style of coaching (e.g., coach 8 excluding player’s 
input).  
5.3.3 Traditional v GBAs – Moving from Dichotomy to Continuum 
Research within GBAs typically describes coaching as being “traditional” or “game-based” 
(e.g., Pill, 2015). However, the equivocal findings presented in this chapter suggest that 
greater nuance is required to describe a coach’s pedagogical approach. The current study 
has shown great variation across the sample of coaches in terms of strategy use and 
sophistication of strategies. Within each subtheme presented in this chapter, there has been 
great divergence. Indeed, within each individual coach’s practice, variation in pedagogical 
approach was evident. Some coaches demonstrated strong alignment with GBA methods in 
certain elements and not so on others. Moreover, the sophistication in how coaches applied 
these methods is another important factor in providing a comprehensive description of a 
coach’s practice. To capture this variation it may be useful to think of a coach’s practice as 
existing on a series of continua with end points represented by “traditional” and “GBA”. 
Multiple continua are required to reflect the many strategies a coach may use (e.g., 
questioning, use of games), each of which may be applied independently. On one end of 
each continuum is the optimal GBA coach who implements the GBA associated strategy in 
a sophisticated manner, in the middle are coaches who partially apply the strategy, and at 
the other end is the non-game based coach or traditional coach.  For example, within the 
“use of games”, the continuum may be divided as follows (see Figure 5.3): 




 Traditional   GBA 

















uses games, uses 
a rich variety of 
games, purposeful 
use of constraints 
Figure 5.3. An example of a traditional to GBA continuum for the variable “use of games”. 
Conceptualising coaching practice in this way may hold important implications for how 
GBA research is reported. However, the greatest impact may lie in providing practitioners 
and coach education developers with a diagnostic tool that creates awareness and reflection 
across the many pedagogical strategies that a coach may use. The coach may then be able 
to identify specific areas for improvement. Within the current study, the analogy certainly 
facilitates a more accurate description in highlighting that the coaching sample contained 
coaches operating at a various points across the many continuums, but ultimately no coach 
displayed an authentic GBA practice. 
5.3.4 Limitations 
A number of limitations must be considered when interpreting the findings of this study. 
Firstly, interviews were conducted at one single meeting, and therefore reflect coaches’ 
views at that particular time. In an effort to mitigate against this limitation, participants 
were provided with a pre-interview briefing regarding the study’s focus and asked to 
prepare two session plans that typically represent their coaching practice. However, follow-
up interviews over an extended period of time may gather a truer reflection of coaches’ 
practice. Secondly, coach interviews may not reflect the true events of their practice 
(Partington & Cushion, 2013). While measures such as extensive probing for illustrative 
examples and the use of session plans to stimulate the interview were included, additional 
data collection points would have strengthened the design. For example, the analysis of 
coaches’ actual behaviours through systematic observation instruments (e.g., CAIS; 
Cushion, Harvey, et al., 2012) or conversational analysis (e.g., Cope et al., 2016) may 




provide a more comprehensive description of coaches’ practice. Finally, including 
interviews with some of the coaches’ players (e.g., Smith, Young, Figgins, & Arthur, 2017) 
may have provided their perspective and experience on the variety and effectiveness of 
coaches’ reported methods. 
5.4 Conclusion 
The current study offered a unique insight into the coaching approaches of an experienced 
sample of coaches operating in a high performance invasion game environment. Coaches 
reported using game-related practice activities as the dominant content within their 
coaching session. Coaches provided rich detail of the types of games and constraints they 
apply indicating a preference for the utilisation of larger sided games due to the perceived 
increased representative value they attached to these games ahead of smaller sided games.  
Coaches’ game design was strongly influenced by physiological requirements advised by 
the S&C coach, to the extent that some coaches reported a negative impact on their freedom 
to design tactically focused games. Coaches reported applying autonomy supportive 
strategies in their coaching through the use of questioning and provided opportunities for 
players to discuss and debate ideas, although this was mostly reported to take place off the 
field in video analysis meetings. While coaches in various ways demonstrated some 
alignment with GBA pedagogy (some more than others), no coach appeared to be applying 
GBAs in its purist form as described in the GBA literature. In selective cases (e.g., Coach 
2) where coaches demonstrated great knowledge and understanding of GBAs, their 
implementation of GBA pedagogy seems to be based on part selection rather than full 
application. Such coaches do this from the perspective of seeing and feeling ‘what works 
best’ (Cushion, 2013; Trudel & Gilbert, 2006). This chapter wishes to highlight that 
coaches shouldn’t be explicitly labelled as being a traditional coach because they have not 
fulfilled all of the key GBA benchmarks, but rather considered as operating at diverse 
levels on the multiple variables of the traditional to GBA continuum. We argue that focus 
should be given to highlighting areas where coaches’ practice and beliefs align and contrast 
with GBA pedagogy, therefore identifying tangible examples of GBA pedagogy 
operationalised in sports coaching environments. Future research should endeavour to 
investigate the effects that an authentic GBA may have in a Gaelic football coaching 









Chapter 6 – The Effects of a GBA Intervention on Player Performance, 
Practice Session Characteristics, and Player Perceptions   
  




Chapter 6 Preface 
Before entering phase two (Chapters 6 & 7) of this PhD thesis, this section will recap on 
phase one and rationalise its connection with the upcoming chapters. Phase one explored 
existing research and theory, as well as Gaelic football coaches’ current practice. The 
review of literature established that GBAs have considerable potential for improving young 
players, particularly in relation to decision-making and personal development. However, 
the review concluded that research of GBAs within coaching contexts is in its infancy, and 
additional intervention-based research is required. Chapter 3 proposed CLT as the 
predominant theory to explain and understand learning within this GBA research. The 
subsequent empirical chapters identified substantial deviations from GBAs within current 
coaching practice. Specifically, Chapter 4 revealed that while coaches reported using 
games, there were notable periods of time spent in isolated practice tasks, linear sequencing 
of practice activities and little awareness of GBA models. Within a subset of high 
performance inter-county coaches, Chapter 5 concluded that while a small number of 
coaches’ demonstrated strong alignment with GBA pedagogy, no coach provided evidence 
of applying an authentic GBA within their coaching practice. Pedagogy has had little 
impact on coaches’ practice, to the point that most coaches despite operating in a high 
performance environment displayed little explicit knowledge of coaching pedagogy. Given 
such findings, future research is required to investigate the impact and potential benefits for 
coaches of investing in GBA pedagogy. Consequently, phase two of this PhD programme 
takes the first steps to address this question by examining the effects of a GBA intervention 
in an academy Gaelic football setting. Furthermore, phase two considers key future 
directions outlined in Chapter 2 concerning research design, research methods and research 
context.  
Phase two focused on collecting data in relation to four key areas to assess the effects of the 
GBA intervention. Firstly, session characteristic data were gathered through practice 
activity type, inactivity and session sequencing. Secondly, players’ game performance data 
were collected. Player and coach perceptions were the third and fourth key sources of 
information collated in investigating the effects of the intervention. Captured within the 
same intervention, these four sources of data offer a unique and holistic approach to 




investigating intervention effectiveness within GBA research. Chapter 6 presents data 
relating to session characteristics, game performance and players’ perceptions. The 
presentation of these three sources has not previously featured collectively within GBA 
research. Previous interventions studies have reported GBA effects using solely 
performance data (e.g., Miller et al., 2016) and observation data (e.g., Eather et al., 2018), 
and therefore have been limited in capturing the context and meaning of the study for the 
participants. Chapter 6 uniquely addresses these gaps. The coach has been a significant 
focus of the overall programme of research. Chapters 4 and 5 explored inter-county Gaelic 
football coaching through the lens of the coach. Chapter 7 now presents extensive insights 
from the coach when adopting GBA pedagogy. The three data points used in relation to the 
coach (reflective diaries, field notes and coach interviews) presented a volume of rich data 
and are maximised through presentation within a chapter dedicated to the coach. The 
following chapter investigates the effects of a GBA intervention in an academy Gaelic 
football setting, focusing on the effects on player performance, session characteristics, and 
players’ perceptions.    




6.1 Introduction  
Displaying high levels of decision-making and skill execution are critical for successful 
performance in invasion game sports (Farrow et al., 2008). Players need to be able to 
execute technically appropriate movement patterns, but they also need to understand how 
such movement patterns are adapted to meet the game context (i.e., skill) (Light, 2013). 
GBAs were developed to address such needs by prioritising the meaningful learning of 
decision-making in games, instead of coaching systematic techniques that are not 
contextualised in the game (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982). Thus, in GBAs, there is no separation 
between technical skill, tactical knowledge and decision-making as they all inform each 
other (Light, 2013). Session characteristics (e.g., practice activities, sequence of activities) 
and pedagogical techniques (e.g., use of questioning/discussion) are key features in the 
implementation of GBAs. GBAs are based on the assumption that they allow players to 
improve their performance based on improvements in decision-making and skill execution 
(Bunker & Thorpe, 1982). While a number of in-situ interventions in coaching settings 
have investigated this assumption (e.g., Miller et al., 2016), there is generally a dearth of 
intervention-based studies in coaching settings to support such claims (Harvey & Jarrett, 
2014; Kinnerk et al., 2018).  
GBA interventions are multifaceted and involve the introduction of a number of critical 
elements to the coaching environment. While it is not within the confines of this 
introduction to highlight all of the pedagogical strategies adopted for this study, a number 
of critical elements are introduced to direct the reader’s attention towards the aspects that 
feature prominently throughout this chapter. Specifically, the role of games and questioning 
within GBAs are highlighted in the introduction. In addition, a tactical curriculum, which 
consists of a range of tactical themes and principles to provide the focus for coaching 
sessions within GBAs is discussed. To capture the many potential effects resulting from a 
GBA intervention, a range of methods are required. Consequently, this introduction also 
provides some background information as to the methods adopted for this research. 
Specifically, discussion is provided on the use of systematic assessment of game 
performance and the need to gather the perceptions of players taking part within the 




intervention. The introduction finishes by summarising the key findings from GBA 
coaching interventions to date before clearly outlining the purposes of this study. 
GBAs propose the employment of game-related activity as the primary activity type within 
coaching sessions (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982; Light, 2013; Metzler, 2005). Game-related 
activity is also referred to as playing form and typically includes activities such as phases of 
play, conditioned games, and small-sided games (Ford et al., 2010; Hall et al., 2016; 
Harvey et al., 2013). To develop decision-making and technical skill for the demands of 
match-play in invasion game sports, research recommends that players spend greater time 
in playing form activities (Ford et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 2013). However, player 
involvement in game–related activity does not guarantee improvement in performance, and 
some form of guidance is required (i.e., conditions/rules within the game) (Cushion, 2013). 
The four pedagogical principles of sampling, tactical complexity, modification 
representation, and modification exaggeration are core features within GBAs to assist 
coaches in designing games which may provide this guidance to players. Furthermore, 
principles from ED (e.g., representative learning design, constraints) have provided coaches 
with detailed guidelines to facilitate the design of effective learning environments 
(Renshaw et al., 2016; Renshaw & Chow, 2018; Renshaw et al., 2019). The inclusion of 
both GBA and ED principles in game-related activity design has been suggested as a 
framework for coaches to develop players’ decision-making and skill execution (Práxedes, 
Del Villar Álvarez, Moreno, Gil-Arias, & Davids, 2019; Tan et al., 2012). 
Another characteristic of GBAs is the targeted utilisation of the significant periods within 
training sessions when players are not physically active (O’Connor et al., 2018). During 
these periods, players are engaged in water breaks, transitioning from activities, and in 
coach-player huddles. Few studies have captured the amount of time players spend in these 
periods referred to as “inactivity” or “other” (Harvey et al., 2013; Low et al., 2013; 
O’Connor et al., 2018). GBA pedagogy promotes this time as an opportunity for learning 
and proposes that coaches apply constructivist methods such as questioning and provision 
of opportunities for players to discuss and debate ideas (Light, 2013). Employing such 
constructivist methods aims to empower players to take responsibility for their own 
learning and explore critical components required to successfully perform in tactical and 




technical situations (Práxedes et al., 2016). Studies have shown how the skilful 
employment of questioning can improve player performance (García-González, Moreno, 
Moreno, Gil, & Del Villar, 2013; Gil & del Villar Álvarez, 2014). By explaining the 
mechanisms through which dialogue can positively impact players’ understanding (Light & 
Harvey, 2015), CLT provides guidelines for how coaches might optimally structure periods 
of dialogue.  
Tactical themes and principles of play are employed to organise and guide session and 
season planning in GBAs (Mitchell, Oslin, & Griffin, 2013; Pill, 2016b). These elements 
form the “what is to be understood in games” which are critically important within a GBA 
(Holt, Strean, & Bengoechea, 2002; Kirk, 1983). Coaches are expected to develop a 
curriculum consisting of a range of tactical themes and principles of play aimed at exposing 
and broadening players’ understanding of the critical aspects needed for successful 
performance in game-play (Mitchell et al., 2013; Oslin & Mitchell, 2006). For example, the 
tactical theme of “attacking the opposition goal” may be accompanied with tactical 
principles such as “width”, “depth”, and “penetration”. The exposure to tactical themes and 
principles of play facilitates players’ overall game understanding and tactical awareness by 
providing players with a knowledge base on which they can guide their decisions 
(Gréhaigne & Godbout, 1995; Holt et al., 2002; Morales-Belando, Calderón, & Arias-
Estero, 2018). Traditional coaching methods with an emphasis on developing technique are 
less likely to develop a curriculum of tactical concepts (Garcia Lopez et al., 2009; 
O'Connor & Larkin, 2015). While some detail regarding the formation and impact of 
curriculum (i.e., tactical themes) on player outcomes has featured in a number of GBA 
studies (e.g., Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et al., 2010), in general these are “forgotten” 
features in coaching research (Morales-Belando et al., 2018). 
Assessment in invasion games should focus on players’ game performance in context (i.e., 
actual games or game forms; Gréhaigne et al., 2005). A player’s game performance consists 
of their integrated decision-making (i.e., what to do) and skill execution (how to do it).  To 
meet these needs, a number of instruments have been developed in the GBA research to 
assess changes in players’ decision-making and skill execution. In particular, four 
instruments have been used across physical education and coaching settings (see Table 6.1; 




for a detailed review of these instruments see appendix C.1). In spite of the value that such 
game performance instruments generate for coaches and coach education (Memmert & 
Harvey, 2008), few studies have employed such instruments in sports coaching settings 
with no “gold standard” instrument established (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Kinnerk et al., 
2018). The findings from the few studies where game performance assessment measures 
were employed revealed improvements in players’ decision-making with less support for 
technical execution (Kinnerk et al., 2018). Clearly, where gains in performance form a 
primary goal in sports coaching settings (particularly those in high performance contexts), 
there is a need to establish the efficacy of applying such methods in sports coaching 
research. Reviews of GBA research have called for future studies to include such 
assessment instruments within study designs (Gonzalez-Villora, Serra-Olivares, Pastor-
Vicedo, & da Costa, 2015; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Miller, 2015). The Game Play 
Observational Instrument (GPOI) is one such instrument that has only featured in one 
coaching study to date (Nathan, 2015). The GPOI measures three critical aspects of a 
player’s performance in invasion game sports such as Gaelic football; gaining control of the 
ball, decision-making and skill execution. Critically, the GPOI enables these key 
performance measures to be gathered within the context of the game. However, further 
investigation is required to assess its efficacy in coaching research and determining 
performance. 




Table 6.1  
Summary of key coding instruments employed in coaching and physical education settings 
Instrument  Source 
paper 







Oslin et al. 
(1998) 
Base, adjust, decision made, skill 
execution, support, cover, mark 
Attack/Defence Player with 
and without 
possession 
of the ball 
Harvey et al. (2010) 
Miller et al. (2016) 
Nathan (2017) 








Gaining possession (conquered 
ball, received ball), disposing of 
the ball (lost ball, neutral ball, 
offensive ball, successful shot on 
goal) 
Attack Player with 
possession 
of the ball 









GPET evaluates game 
performance at two different 
levels.  
Level one: evaluates context (e.g., 
keeping possession, regaining 
possession) 
Level two: separates the cognitive 
components from decision-
making and motor skill  
Attack/Defence Player with 
and without 
possession 
of the ball 
Praxedes et al. (2016) 
 
Pizarro et al. (2017) 
 







Control, decision-making, skill 
execution. 
Attack Player with 
possession 
of the ball 
Nathan (2015) 
 




Another important evaluation relating to GBA interventions involves assessing the players’ 
perceptions in receiving this new form of coaching. Attaining an insight into what players 
determine to be useful and challenging holds important implications for coaches’ practice 
(Harvey, 2009). Surprisingly, there is a dearth of evidence in coaching settings regarding 
the effects of game-based pedagogy on players’ experiences. From the limited research, 
studies have noted players experiencing improvement in performance, enjoyment and 
greater team cohesion (Evans & Light, 2007; Koekoek et al., 2014), however, there were 
also notable challenges in dealing with new forms of constructivist pedagogy (Thomas et 
al., 2013). For example, Thomas et al. (2013) reported limited involvement from players in 
group questioning and discussions. Furthermore, to our knowledge, only one study 
(Morales-Belando & Arias-Estero, 2017a) in a sports coaching setting has supported player 
performance data with qualitative player perception data, providing researchers with 
context and corroborating evidence between the two data sets regarding the most probable 
agents of change. Clearly if such changes in players’ perceptions of the learning 
environment are a direct result of changes in coaching methods, then more research is 
required to validate previous findings and establish if GBAs can be replicated across 
different coaching contexts with similar effects.   
The uptake of GBAs in coaching settings is sparse (Chapter 4; Chapter 5; Harvey & Jarrett, 
2014). Lyle (2018) highlights a failure by sports coaching research to produce in-situ 
intervention based studies as a major contributor to the lack of transfer and adoption of 
evidence-based coaching research to sports settings. Whilst there is a growing body of 
research relating to coach perceptions of using GBAs (e.g., Evans, 2006; Evans & Light, 
2007; Karagiannis & Pill, 2017; Pill, 2016a), the lack of research investigating the effect of 
interventions on outcomes critical to successful performance such as decision-making and 
skill execution may have contributed to GBAs receiving little attention from coaches and 
coach educators (Cushion, 2013; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014). Furthermore, while a few 
interventions have reported on changes in player outcomes as a result of GBA interventions 
(e.g., Harvey et al., 2010), less information has been provided on the effects of the 
intervention on coaches’ specific practices. For example, while the change in proportion of 
playing form/training form has been reported (e.g., Miller et al., 2016), other variables such 
as sequencing of practice activities and inactivity have not been reported. Attaining such 




detail may provide practitioners and researchers with greater “nuance”, clarity and 
understanding regarding the various feature’s contribution to change within an intervention 
(Lyle, 2018). Finally, Kinnerk et al.’s (2018) recent review (Chapter 2) of GBAs in 
coaching settings emphasised a need for future research to investigate GBA interventions 
across a broader scope of geographical areas, sport types and coaching contexts. Thus, the 
current study seeks to address these gaps and extend our understanding of GBAs by 
investigating the effects of a GBA intervention with two academy squads in a Gaelic 
football setting. Specifically, the study aims to evaluate the efficacy of the GBA 
intervention for improving decision-making and skill execution. The study also aims to 
investigate the effects of the intervention on players’ perceptions, and session 
characteristics such as practice activities, inactivity and sequence. 
6.2 Method 
6.2.1 Design 
This study employed a mixed-methods multiple baseline design. A GBA intervention was 
carried out with two squads, with one squad receiving the intervention after four weeks and 
the other squad receiving the intervention after nine weeks. There were three components to 
the intervention that will be discussed in this chapter. Firstly, quantitative data through 
systematic observation of coaching sessions was obtained to describe practice session 
characteristics. Secondly, quantitative data of skill execution, decision-making and control 
were gathered on players’ game-performance in assessment games.  Thirdly, qualitative 
data were gathered in the form of weekly post session interviews and end of season focus 
groups with players to gather their perceptions on receiving the GBA intervention. 
6.2.2 Research Context 
The two squads involved in this study were part of their county’s Gaelic football academy. 
The best club players are selected to be part of the academy and represent their respective 
age group at inter-county level. Inter-county is the highest grade at which a player can play 
at within their specific age group or grade. The academy was established as a pathway to 
nurture the best underage talent in the county and align underage teams’ development 
within that county from U14 to U17. As highlighted in Chapter 1 (section 1.3) of this 




thesis, in contrast to senior inter-county squads, academy squads are restricted to training 
once weekly. In addition, the focus within academy squads is on development (“Talent 
Academies,” 2015).  
Since 2014, I have fulfilled the role as an advisor within the football academy in question. 
Consequently, over the years in this academy setting, I had developed relationships with 
those operating within the academy. I was familiar with the structure, values and ambitions 
of the academy. Indeed, I felt part of the journey and believed in the vision. I had also 
witnessed the high levels of commitment from the players which would be a necessary 
requirement if taking part in a research project. I was aware of a group of coaches 
overseeing two squads within the academy who had no previous experience of GBAs, but 
expressed an interest in learning more about GBAs. Therefore, I was confident that these 
coaches and their squads would be suitable and interested participants. The prospect of 
working with academy squads and their coaches as part of a shared goal was something that 
excited me. For these reasons, I undertook the research within this academy football setting.  
6.2.3 Participants 
Participants were recruited from a boys U14 (n = 38), and U15 (n = 38) inter-county Gaelic 
football team. Most players on the U15 team had one-year experience in the academy. U14 
players’ previous experience was with their club and school. Participant inclusion criteria 
were: (a) present for 80% of coaching sessions throughout the season; and (b) present for at 
least three of the four baseline testing sessions and present for at least one of the two post-
test testing sessions. Twenty-three players from the U14 squad and 27 from the U15 squad 
met the requirements and were included in the analysis.  
Following survey findings (Chapter 4) regarding the number of coaches involved in 
coaching an inter-county Gaelic football team, three coaches with each team were selected 
to take part in the research. One U14 team coach was unable to complete the study due to 
personal circumstances, meaning five coaches completed the study. The five coaches had 
been coaching <5 years and had received no prior teaching or experience of GBAs. Further 
coach details are provided in section 7.2.3.  




The university’s Research Ethics Committee approved the study. Details of the study were 
presented to players, their parents and coaches at an information evening in advance of the 
study. Participants, their parents, and the coaches completed written informed consent 
forms (see appendices B.3, B.4, & E.2).  
6.2.4 Procedures 
A multi-layered approach was required for implementing this sophisticated GBA 
intervention. Accordingly, this procedures section is presented in three sections. Section 
6.2.4.1 outlines the training coaches received to facilitate their adoption of GBA methods. 
This is followed by section 6.2.4.2 (intervention sessions), which outlines the tactical 
themed season plans and GBA session plan template employed within the intervention. The 
final and third section within the procedures, section 6.2.4.3 (validation of coaches’ use of 
GBA), concentrates on the steps employed to ensure the intervention was being carried out 
as stipulated within the GBA literature.  
6.2.4.1 Training coaches to use GBAs. 
Both squads’ coaches received the same training, however due to the delayed baseline 
design, both sets of coaches received training independent of the other. The U15 coaches 
received the intervention in the three-week period in advance of their intervention date 
while the U14 coaches followed the same timeline in receiving their training. Prior to the 
intervention, coaches set out the plans they intended to use for coaching sessions during the 
baseline period with benchmarking procedures revealing coaches adhered to submitted 
plans. As the lead researcher in this study and from my experience in researching and 
applying GBAs, I fulfilled the role of the “sports pedagogue” in assisting the coaches to 
adopt GBA pedagogy within their practice.   
Four meetings took place between the sports pedagogue and each set of coaches. Each 
meeting lasted approximately two hours. Meeting one introduced GBAs, worked through a 
book chapter (Light, 2013), the season calendar, explained underlying theory, highlighted 
the format of a typical GBA session and examined benchmarking (Metzler, 2005; Turner & 
Martinek, 1999) of GBA sessions. Meeting two focused on the development and 
manipulation of practice activities to match objectives of a GBA session. Specifically, the 




sports pedagogue presented to coaches on the variety of game activities that can be used 
(i.e., conditioned games, phase of play), the pedagogical principles of representation and 
exaggeration along with principles in ED (e.g., constraints, affordances, representative 
learning design) to facilitate game design, tactical complexity and tactical themes. The 
coaches designed practice activities to develop tactical concepts such as “support play” and 
“penetrating the defence”, and finished by designing a session plan using a GBA session 
plan template. Meeting three concentrated on the behaviours the coaches were expected to 
employ within GBA sessions, with a specific focus on the use of questioning. A guest 
academic with a PhD in sports coaching behaviours contributed to this session presenting 
his research findings along with audio of coaches’ application of questioning. Coaches 
critiqued the audio recordings, constructed sample questions and took part in role play. 
Coaches were given academic papers to read (e.g., Harvey & Light, 2015) and take home 
for review. The fourth and final meeting prior to the intervention featured a review of a 
pilot GBA session coaches had undertaken with another academy squad. The sports 
pedagogue presented field notes he had gathered during the session and delivered feedback 
on key points. For example, one coach failed to use silence as technique during questioning 
to facilitate a response from players and this was highlighted during the meeting. The 
remainder of the meeting focused on the coaches in collaboration with the sports 
pedagogue designing a season plan of tactical themes and the first GBA session plan. Steps 
employed in the coaches’ training were consistent with previous studies (e.g., Eather, 
Jones, Miller, & Morgan, 2019; Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et al., 2010) and followed 
recommendations in the GBA literature (Metzler, 2005, 2011). All meetings were 
interactive resulting in high levels of dialogue between the sports pedagogue and coaches.  
In addition, the sports pedagogue created a 54-page coach intervention pack (see appendix 
F1) to assist coaches. The intervention pack specifically designed for the coaches in this 
study contained: sample GBA session plans, tactical themes, a sample tactical complexity 
framework for Gaelic football, coach GBA behaviour guidelines, planning process 
guidelines, excerpts from academic papers, GBA benchmarks, and reflective diary 
guidelines. Finally, the sports pedagogue was present at every practice session throughout 
the season and group meetings were held immediately prior to and after intervention 
sessions to clarify, review and offer feedback on session plans and implementation.  




6.2.4.2 Intervention sessions. 
In collaboration with the sports pedagogue, the coaches identified tactical themes deemed 
critical to performance and relative to the assessment game players would be performing in. 
Themes highlighted by Mitchell, Oslin and Griffin (2006) facilitated and guided this 
process. Following this, coaches developed a schedule of coaching sessions linked to the 
tactical themes for the duration of the GBA intervention (see Tables 6.2 & 6.3). The 
schedule of themes coaches planned for was reviewed on a regular basis and changes were 
made according to the team’s progress.  
Table 6.2 
U15 coaches’ schedule of session themes 
GBA session number Tactical theme 
1 Keeping possession 
2 Keeping possession 
3 Support play 
4 Support play 
5 Defensive principles 
6 Defensive principles 
7 Attack the goal 
8 Attack the goal 
9 Transition defence – attack 
10 Transition defence – attack 
11 Keeping possession 
12 Working a point 
13 Set pieces 
14 Support play 
15 Creating space attack/shoot 
16 Set piece 
17 Transition defence –attack 
18 Keeping possession 
 




Table 6.3  
U14 coaches’ schedule of session themes 
GBA session number Tactical theme 
1 Keeping possession 
2 Keeping possession 
3 Defensive principles 
4 Support play 
5 Support play  
6 Attacking for points 
7 Attacking for goals and points 
8 Attacking for points 
9 Set pieces and breaking ball 
10 Set pieces and breaking ball 
11 Transition play 
12 Defending the scoring zone 
 
Under the guidance of the sports pedagogue, the coaches designed coaching sessions (U14, 
n = 12; U15, n = 18) aligned with Light’s (2013) four features of GBAs and aimed at 
developing the specific tactical theme identified for that session. The general format of each 
coaching session aligned closely with the Australian Sports Commission (1997) and 
Mitchell et al. (2013):  
1. An initial game form: places the players in an activity which poses a tactical 
problem and sets the focus for the remainder of the session. 
2. Questions and setting new challenges: Following the initial activity, the coach 
organises a player/coach huddle where questions will be posed to players regarding 
the initial game. Questions for this section can be pre-planned and promote 
discussion about the theme of the session. As a result, the group together reach 
agreement on concepts to improve in this area.  
3. Simplified game/modified game: The coach designs a game-related activity which 
helps players work on factors identified in the initial game form. The game may 




take place with smaller numbers but should contain elements of decision-making 
key to the initial game form. This activity can be stopped to ask players questions. 
4. Skills practice (if necessary): It may become apparent from observing players in 
initial games that players’ performances are being inhibited by a failure to execute 
skills. If this is the case, the coach may then prescribe isolated skills practice/drills 
to emphasise a particular technical skill with a view to facilitate improved game 
performance.  
5. Progressive game form: The coach may then move onto a different game that 
targets the associated theme, but perhaps with conditions that increase the 
complexity of the task. Opportunities for stoppages that include question and 
discussion again may be included here.  
6. Return to initial game/game: The coach may choose to return to the initial game, or 
a different game form. Regardless, the emphasis in play and conditions should be on 
elements covered within the session. 
7. Session review: Summary of the session through discussions and questioning 
around the tactical concepts identified and worked on within the session.  
Figure 6.1 presents a practice session example.  





Figure 6.1. Sample U15 coaches GBA session plan no. 4 for tactical theme of support play. 
 




The U15 squad commenced GBA sessions in week 5 of the study following four weeks of 
“regular” coaching sessions (see Figure 6.2). The U14 squad started their GBA sessions in 
week 10 of the study following 9 weeks of coaches applying their typical coaching practice 
(see Figure 6.2). The multiple baseline design was employed to accommodate the U14 
coaches, who at the recruitment phase of the research informed the research team that they 
were keen to spend time developing their players’ skills before moving onto the “game-
based stuff”. From a research perspective, we were happy to grant their wishes as it 
facilitated a seldom-selected research design in coaching pedagogy studies. Over the 23 
week season, the U15 team completed 18 GBA sessions and the U14 team completed 12 
GBA sessions (see Figure 6.2). Week 23 was used only for post-test assessment games 
therefore, squads did not train on this week. During the season, both teams also played a 
number of competitive matches in tournaments (U14, n = 4; U15, n = 3), however, no data 
were gathered during these matches. Given the multiple baseline design and to ensure this 
did not impact on the data collection a number of elements were standardised (1) each 
squad trained on the same pitch, one after the other and (2) all data collection procedures 
were consistently employed regardless of what stage a team was at within the intervention. 
One difference noted between the U14 and U15 squads between weeks 5 to 9, related to the 
post-session feedback. During this time, the U15 coaches were employing GBA methods 
and therefore in the 30 minutes following the session, the sports pedagogue carried out a 
review with the coaches. As the U14 squad were training as per normal, no reviews were 
carried out with coaches during this time.   





Figure 6.2. Flow chart documenting the study design and season schedule for the U14 and 
U15 squads. 
6.2.4.3 Validation of coaches’ use of GBA. 
A number of steps were included to ensure the intervention was being carried out as 
stipulated in the GBA literature. Firstly, a Research Assistant (RA) was recruited for the 
study. The role of the RA was to act as an independent observer throughout the season. The 
RA was present at and video recorded each practice session. Each practice session was 
coded using the validation protocol (see appendix E.6) designed by Turner and Martinek 
(1999). This validation instrument required that the observer made judgements about the 
practice session based on the following criteria: (a) the players spent most of the practice in 
game-related situations; (b) the players spent the practice learning specific skills taught by 




the coach before playing the game; (c) the coach started the session with skill instruction; 
(d) the coach intervened in game-related situations to discuss strategies with players; (e) the 
coach based their practice on observations of an initial game; (f) the major emphasis of the 
practice was skill development; (g) the major emphasis of the practice was tactical 
instruction in game-related situations. Coaching adhering to GBA methods yielded ‘yes’ 
responses to items a, d, e, and g, and ‘no’ responses to items b, c, and f. Additionally, a 
coding instrument designed (described in full – section 6.2.5.1) to describe coach practices 
according to activity type (training form, playing form) and sequence of session (first 
activity, second activity) was referenced during validation to assist the RA in making 
judgements. For example, the systematic coding instrument recorded the amount of time 
players spent in playing form/training form activities; this enabled the RA to make a 
confident decision to criteria ‘a’ (the players spent most of the practice in game-related 
situations) in the validation protocol. Applying Turner and Martinek’s (1999) protocol, 
results indicated for both squads that the GBA was validly implemented in all sessions. In 
one U15 coaching session, the coach started the session with skill instruction and did not 
base their observation on an initial game. However, the remainder of the session followed 
GBA guidelines meaning that the coaches adhered to six out of the seven criteria for that 
particular session. In all other sessions, the coaches met all seven criteria. To achieve inter-
observer reliability, the sports pedagogue reviewed the video recording every fourth 
practice and performed the validation protocol (Turner & Martinek, 1999). 100% 
agreement was reached between the two observers.   
In preparation for this role, the RA (a sports and exercise sciences third year undergraduate 
student) received similar training to that administered to coaches in the study. In addition, 
the RA reviewed two coaching sessions (one traditional, one GBA) in advance of the study 
and performed the validation process, achieving agreement on all items with the sports 
pedagogue.  
The RA and sports pedagogue gathered field notes throughout each session assisted by 
Metzler’s (2000) benchmarks. Specifically, attention in these field notes was given to 
ensure coaches were applying the player centred methods (e.g., questioning) advocated 
within GBAs. Such field notes assisted the sports pedagogue in delivering feedback to 




coaches throughout the intervention. In addition to pre and post session meetings, which 
reinforced coaches’ GBA coaching methods, the sports pedagogue prompted and provided 
reminders of GBA coaching methods within sessions when needed. Critically, the sports 
pedagogue never coached the players; any interjections were subtle and did not disrupt the 
session. Finally, a “Whatsapp” group was created that included the sports pedagogue and 
each group of coaches where ideas and dialogue relating to GBA methods were discussed 
(see appendix F.4). As another step of validation, coaches were asked to forward their 
coaching session plan through this group in advance of the session. The sports pedagogue 
typically offered feedback and prompted the coaches on a number of areas within the plan. 
As the season progressed, the sports pedagogue reduced guidance to coaches.  
6.2.5 Data Collection 
Data were collected in this study in relation to: 1) session characteristics, 2) players’ game 
performance, and 3) players’ perceptions. Details relating to each measure are now 
outlined. The specific order of session characteristics, players’ game performance, and 
players’ perceptions is retained in the subsequent data analysis (6.2.6) and results (6.3) 
sections.  
6.2.5.1 Session characteristics.  
To assess the structure of the coaching session, an adapted version of coding instruments 
used by Ford et al. (2010), Hall et al. (2016) and O’Connor et al., (2018) was employed. 
The definitions developed for the self-reporting of practice activities in the survey phase 
(see Table 4.2) of the programme of research, in conjunction with academic coding 
instruments (e.g., Hall et al., 2016) provided an initial coding system. To establish content 
validity, the panel members involved in the development of the game performance 
instrument (i.e., three coaches, one performance analyst and two researchers) reviewed the 
coding system and provided critical feedback. This process resulted in a number of 
modifications to the coding system. For example, the practice activity labelled “modified 
games” in the survey study was broken into three subcategories (i.e., small-sided games, 
conditioned games, phases of play) with accompanying definitions. To code the periods 
within tasks when players are not actively participating in an activity, the subcategories 
(freeze in position, player huddle, drink break, transition) used by O’Connor et al. (2018) 




were proposed for the initial coding system received by the expert panel. Following their 
review and feedback, an additional subcategory (i.e., coach-player huddle) and 
modification to the title and definition of another (i.e., player huddle) was developed to 
cater for and differentiate the various constructivist pedagogies a coach utilises within 
practice sessions. The final coding system used for the 43 practice sessions (U14, n = 21; 
U15, n = 22) can be seen in Table 6.4. 
Unlike previous studies where inactivity was measured (e.g., Harvey et al., 2013; O’Connor 
et al., 2018), this study did not subtract these periods from the activity type in which they 
occurred, meaning within each session all training form and playing form activities added 
to the total session duration and percentages added to 100. The justification for this is while 
the players may not be physically active during periods of “inactivity”, they are still 
engaged in other activities through instruction, questioning and reflection. Therefore, 
inactivity was coded simultaneously to practice activity when such periods occurred, 
resulting in separate (mutually exclusive) values for both. Essentially, practice activities in 
training form and playing form were coded separately to inactivity periods.  
To assist with coding, the RA received coaches’ session plans and took his own notes from 
observing the sessions live each week. This process facilitated the RA in identifying when 
one practice activity finished and another practice activity began when reviewing the video 
recording and coding. For example, the RA began coding for an activity once the coach 
initiated instruction and conversation in relation to that specific practice activity. Therefore, 
when reviewing the video and coding, the RA was able to consult with the notes he had 
taken during live observation to confirm if a coach had initiated player’s engagement on a 
modified game or a phase of play for that specific stage within the session through 
instruction or conversation. Therefore, a practice activity ended once the coach initiated 
instruction/conversation on the next activity (as the players’ engagement was now focused 
on a new task). The live notes taken by the RA were critical in facilitating this process. The 
start and end times for coding inactivity were clear and initiated by the coach. The moment 
the coach stopped the play, this signalled the beginning of the “freeze in position” code and 
once he initiated the play again, this signalled the end of this inactivity. The RA coded the 
start and end times for transitions by focusing on one player within the group, and 




identifying the moment he left a stationary position within a drink break or huddle as the 
start time for the transition. The moment he reached a stationary point again for the 
commencement of a huddle or practice activity was identified as the end time for a 
transition.  





Practice session coding terms and definitions  
Training form 
Drills Exercises practiced unopposed in lines that require the repetition of skills and 
prescribed directional movement. 
Skills in 
isolation 
Similar to drills but don’t occur in lines/use of cones and are often completed 
with little movement/no pressure thus allowing the player to solely concentrate 
on the skill being practiced (e.g., random practice exercises such as 3 players 
kick passing to each other randomly throughout field with no pressure)  
Fitness Exercises completed without the ball that usually focuses on improving fitness, 
speed and agility etc. (e.g., warm-up/cool down non-ball exercises, stretching, 





Activities that involve some level of opposition and where technique is exposed 
to pressure and elements of decision-making are required. Typically uneven or 
low number activities (1vs1/2vs2/4vs2). 
Small-Sided 
Games 




As small-sided games, but includes variations to rules and areas of play (e.g., 
Players can't cross half way, X number of passes needed before shooting, 
possessions, steps only)  
Phase of 
Play 




Actual match-play. Game played with the full complement of players present at 
a training session. Regulation rules with two goals. 
Inactivity Moments during the training session where the teams are not physically 
engaged participating in either training or playing form activities 
Freeze in 
position 
Coach stops the activity to talk to the players and the players remain in their 




Coach stops the activity and gets the players to come together for a discussion 
in a certain area (i.e., “stop and bring it in..”) 
Player-
huddle 
Coach stops the activity and asks players to lead a discussion without coach’s 
presence (i.e., “attackers have a chat amongst yourselves…”) 
Drink break Periods of time where the players have been told by the coach to have rest and a 
drink (i.e., “stop there and go get a drink…”) 
Transition Periods of time where the players are moving  (or transitioning) between 
activities or inactivity periods such as the players moving back into position 
following a player huddle or drink break 




A total of 43 practice sessions were filmed, involving 21 and 22 sessions for the U14 and 
U15 teams respectively. Each session was filmed using a digital video camera (JVC 
GZR15BE, Malaysia) mounted on a stationary tripod (Konig KN-TRIPOD56N). The 
camera was positioned at ground level on the left corner of the training field as to provide 
an unobstructed view of all practice activities without intruding on the practice session 
itself. The video footage of each practice session was uploaded to a laptop computer (Apple 
Macbook Pro, version 10.13.6, California, USA) and then analysed by the RA using 
performance analysis software (Sportscode version 11.2.44). The RA conducted data 
collection and data analysis using the session coding instrument throughout the study. In 
preparation for this role, the RA received training (2 x 1.5hr) from an experienced coder in 
coding, setting up a coding template and applying the coding template. In addition, the RA 
attended four senior inter-county training sessions (see appendix D.1) to pilot the process of 
camera position, note taking, data upload and practice in applying session coding.  
Intra- and inter-observer reliability procedures were performed. For intra-observer 
reliability, the RA recoded a practice session one week after initial coding (to prevent 
memory bias; Darst, Zakrajsek, & Mancini, 1989). Recoded sessions were randomly 
selected by the sports pedagogue and this process was carried out for six sessions 
throughout the study. Inter-observer reliability was performed with the experienced coder 
coding six sessions. Calculations were performed as outlined by van der Mars (1989) (i.e., 
agreements/[agreements + disagreements]). Across the six sessions, intra-observer 
reliability revealed a range of agreement from 96% to 98.9%, and a mean overall agreement 
of 97.9%. Inter-rater reliability ranged from 92.2% to 96.6%, with an overall mean of 
94.6% (see appendix D.3). Both intra- and inter-observer scores exceeded the adequate 
level of reliability suggested in the research literature (Rushall, 1977; van der Mars, 1989). 
6.2.5.2 Players’ game performance – Assessment game and assessment instrument. 
6.2.5.2.1 Assessment game for game performance. A modified 6 v 6 game (2 goalkeepers 
included) played on a 40m (length) by 30m (width) playing area with portable GAA goals 
(4.57m x 2.13m) was developed to assess the impact of the intervention on various aspects 
of game performance. A number of steps were involved in the design of the assessment 
game:  




1. The research team designed rules and conditions within the assessment game to 
ensure the environment was representative of the true form of the game. For 
example, the inclusion of both points and goals as scoring mechanisms was agreed 
by the research team as critical to facilitate a true range of the decision-making 
players engage in.  
2. The research literature was also consulted in terms of identifying optimum playing 
time and recovery time for small-sided games (Morgans et al., 2014).  
3. The assessment game was piloted on three occasions with a different academy team. 
An experienced coach, a performance analyst and the sports pedagogue were 
present throughout these pilot sessions. This process assisted in validating recovery 
time needed between halves, the size of the playing area, the game rules, and 
camera positioning. Overall, this process resulted in a number of modifications from 
the first pilot. For example, a different set of numbered bibs needed to be changed 
between the first and second pilot due to difficulty in identifying numbers on the 
video. It was also noted that the optimum camera positioning was not always able to 
detect a point (successful score kicked above the crossbar and between the two 
posts). As a result, a decision was made to position the sports pedagogue on the 
opposite side-line to the camera where he could provide a hand signal noticeable to 
the RA (video recording game) on whether a point attempt was successful or not. 
Another addition to the assessment procedure was the inclusion of extra footballs on 
side-lines and end-lines to facilitate a consistent resumption of play when a ball had 
exited the playing area. Furthermore, the pilot team also suggested modification to 
the game rules which prohibited the team in possession of the ball from passing the 
ball back to the goalkeeper. This rule change promoted greater intensity and 
increased tactical dilemmas for players.  
The final set of rules and procedures agreed upon by the research team and pilot team are 
presented in Figure 6.3. 
Assessment games were carried out before each squad’s regular practice session in weeks 
1, 2, 3, 4, 22, and 23. The assessment games in weeks one to four acted as baseline 
measurement for the U14 and U15 squads. Such a baseline period of assessment was 




included to negate a learning effect of players getting used to the game (Harvey et al., 
2010). Players received the same warm-up before taking part in the assessment game. At 
the beginning of the study, each player was assigned to a team of five outfield players and 
played with this team of five against another team of five for each assessment. For 
example, team A played team B for every assessment game. Goalkeepers on each squad 
were consistently assigned to the same team. Assessment games were video recorded using 
a camcorder (JVC GZR15BE, Malaysia), from a fixed position. The camcorder was always 
placed in the background in the bottom left corner (see Figure 6.3), fixed on a tripod 
(Youngman 4 Tread L T Platform) at a height of 4 metres, to ensure an optimal view of all 
the participants’ game involvement. The positioning of the camera was informed by the 
pilot testing process of assessment games and reviewing the footage to ensure the position 
chosen could take in the dimensions of the pitch while also making a player’s bib number 
decipherable. The final camera position ensured a wide playing surface was gathered, 
therefore being able to capture player’s off-the-ball movement and the intentions of those 
on the ball. In addition, the final camera position enabled the RA to clearly identify player’s 
bib numbers when reviewing the footage.  





Figure 6.3.  Diagrammatic representation of the 6 v 6 assessment game.  




6.2.5.2.2 Game performance instrument. The Game Play Observational Instrument 
(GPOI), initially developed by French and Thomas (1987) and later modified by Turner and 
Martinek (1992), was adapted for this study to assess players’ game performance within the 
assessment games outlined above. Specifically, the instrument aims to measure players’ 
control, decision-making and skill execution in assessment games. It was adapted by 
consulting with a panel of three experienced Gaelic football coaches (> 15 years’ 
experience), one experienced performance analyst and two researchers experienced with 
performance assessment instruments. The adaptation consisted of defining the criteria that 
determined appropriate/inappropriate control, decision-making and skill execution for the 
variables of passing, carrying and shooting in the context of Gaelic football. The process 
involved viewing video recordings of pilot assessment games, developing and testing 
definitions for consistency. As it was not possible to have all panel members present for all 
meetings, any changes to definitions were explained through Skype, phone calls or email to 
update and review with other panel members. A consensus was subsequently reached on 
definitions to be included within the instrument.  
The GPOI was used to separate the cognitive decision-making aspect of game performance 
from the motor skill execution component. The assumption was made that offensive Gaelic 
football skill typically occurs in the following sequence: a player controls (e.g., catches) the 
ball, decides what action is appropriate, and then executes the skill. Therefore, three 
categories of behaviour were coded in the present study: control, decision-making, and 
execution. Control was defined as successfully catching the ball and securing possession 
(legally; not picking off the ground) at the first attempt and was coded as 1 for successful 
and 0 for unsuccessful. Once a player had control of the ball, he had to decide what to do 
with it. The quality of this decision was coded as 1 for an appropriate decision (shooting, 
passing, carrying) and 0 for an inappropriate decision. Execution of the skills was also 
coded as 1 for successful and 0 for unsuccessful (see Table 6.5). 
The RA, who held foundation and level 1 Gaelic games coaching qualifications, performed 
coding of assessment game performance videos. Observer training followed steps outlined 
by van der Mars (1989): 1) orientation to the system, 2) learning the categories, 3) using the 
coding form correctly, 4) initial coding practice and 5) live observation practice. Training 




was carried out by the sports pedagogue and a trained experienced performance analyst. 
Additionally, the RA performed coding of a pilot game previously assessed by the 
performance analyst (inter-rater agreement: 100% control, 92.3% decision-making, 97.6% 
skill execution). Further inter-observer reliability checks were performed by the RA and the 
experienced performance analyst coding a sample game for each squad from both the 
baseline and post-test assessment phases, more than the minimum value of 10% stipulated 
in the literature (Tabachnick, Fidell, & Ullman, 2007). In considering observer agreement 
recommendations (van der Mars, 1989), the study applied the scored interval method for 
comparing observers’ assessments. Inter observer reliability was calculated using the 
agreements/(agreements + disagreements) x 100 measure (van der Mars, 1989). Inter-
observer agreement was 98.1% for the control variable, 88.8% for decision-making and 
98.1% for skill execution (see appendix C.4). Intra-observer reliability was also performed 
with the RA recoding one game for each squad from baseline and post-tests, three weeks 
after initial coding. Intra-observer reliability scores were 98.1% for control, 90.5% for 
decision-making, and 96.3% for skill execution (see appendix C.5). The agreement levels 
reported for the inter and intra observer reliability procedures all exceeded the accepted 
level of 85% or above to provide suitable reliability (van der Mars, 1989).  




Table 6.5  
Adapted GPOI for Gaelic football 
Decision-making 
Passing 1 Passing to a teammate who is unmarked or better positioned whilst selecting the correct passing method  
(i.e., kick pass or hand pass) based on distance receiving player is from the ball. 
  Passing to a teammate who is running a direct line into space whilst selecting the correct passing method  
(i.e., kick pass or hand pass) based on distance receiving player is from the ball. 
 0 Passing to a player who is stationary and marked closely or there is a defensive player in a position to cut off the pass 
  Passing to an area where no team-mate is positioned 
  Inappropriately selecting to kick pass/hand pass when receiving player is too close/far away 
  Passing the ball to the keeper (rule break) 
  Making a neutral pass and failing to recognise an obvious superior passing, shooting or carrying into space option 
Shooting 1 Appropriate shot selection type (i.e., goal/point attempt) when a clear line of site to goals exists, player is balanced  
and shot is within range 
 0 Shooting when surrounded by opposition players and no line of site to goal exists 
  Shooting when there is a player better positioned to do so 
  Inappropriate shot selection based on distance from goal (e.g., shooting for goal from too far out) 
  Shooting from a tight angle 
Carrying 1 Carrying the ball into free space where there is no opponent and no team mate better positioned 
  An appropriate change of direction away from a defender (right or left) to an open area of the pitch 
  The player remains stationary with the ball as there are no attacking options available for player to use 
 0 Carrying the ball when there is an unmarked teammate in a better position  
  A player carrying the ball into an area where there are a lot of players and there is a high risk of that player being  
dispossessed. 
  Carrying away from goal when there is insufficient pressure to do so 
  Carrying the ball close to the sideline when there is a defender on the player’s other side. 
  The player uses a solo/hop in first or second step when not necessary to do so.  
  Player fouls the ball by taking more than 4 steps/2 hops consecutively (rule break) 
 





Passing 1 A hand pass is caught by receiving player with little/no compensation without ball hitting the ground (exception  
to the rule being if pass to receiving player is executed successfully but mistake is made by receiving player) 
  A kick pass is caught by receiving player with little/no compensation and no more than one bounce (exception  
to the rule being if pass to receiving player is executed successfully but mistake is made by receiving player)  
 0 Interception 
  Pass is too hard/too high 
  Ball goes out of play 
  Hits the ground if a hand pass 
  More than one bounce if a kick pass 
Shooting 1 Goes over the bar if that was the intended effort by the player 
  Goes into the net if that was the intended effort by the player 
 0 Misses target and goes wide 
  Drops short into the keepers hand 
  Goes over the bar if the player had shot for goal 
  Goes into the goal if the player had shot for a point. 
Carrying 1 Successfully maintaining control of the ball through successful completion of bouncing/soloing the ball with permitted 
steps. 
 0 Loses control of the ball in the process of taking permitted four steps, bouncing or soloing 
  Loss of the ball due to legal challenge. 
 
Control 
 1 Receiving player catches ball on first attempt.  
  If outstretched, receiving player palms ball to an area where they can catch on next bounce. 
  If along the ground, receiving player picks the ball legally with first attempt.  
 0 Receiving player does not catch/palm ball on first attempt 
  If along the ground, receiving player does not pick ball on first attempt or legally. 




6.2.5.3 Players’ perceptions. 
After each intervention practice session, a short interview was conducted with a small 
number of players (n = 2) from each of the two squads by the side of the training pitch. 
Informed by previous GBA intervention research (Harvey, 2009), two players were 
selected for post-session interviews as it allowed for a discussion and debate of ideas 
amongst player rather than the coach simply asking the questions to one player. Interviews 
took place in a corner away from coaches so that they felt safe in giving their honest views. 
Interviews were recorded using an IPhone 8 (California) mobile device. A total of 30 
interviews (U14 n = 12; U15 n = 18) were conducted with the players. Interviews lasted no 
longer than five minutes and questions followed a semi-structured format. Following 
guidelines from other qualitative research with adolescent participants (Jones & Lavallee, 
2009) initial questions (e.g., “how did ye find that, lads?”, “what were the enjoyable 
parts?”) focused on breaking the ice with players before progressing to questions that 
required players to think about the coaches’ methods (e.g., “are the coaches’ questions 
helpful?”), specific moments within the session (“when you played that game, did you guys 
understand the rules?”), and how these impacted their experiences (“what have you 
learned?”) (see appendix B.5). In addition, an end of season focus group was held with the 
U14 squad (n = 6) and the U15 squad (n = 6). The participants for the focus group were 
purposefully selected by the manager of each team. Aligned with my pragmatic position, 
players were selected by the manager on the premise that they were likely to hold strong 
opinions and contribute openly in a group discussion. The focus of the interviews were to 
gather players’ perceptions on receiving the intervention and to corroborate the quantitative 
information obtained in the various variables throughout the intervention study. 
Accordingly, an interview guide (see appendix B.4) was developed based on these research 
aims and guided by questions and preliminary findings from short interviews. Players were 
asked questions relating to the various forms of game-based pedagogy (e.g., use of games, 
questioning, player huddles, sequencing) and how these effected their experiences and 
learning. Questions were open ended and semi-structured in relation to the various GBA 
characteristics, which allowed the sports pedagogue to direct the group discussion while 
granting room for all players to speak openly without restrictions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 




The duration of the U14 and U15 squad’s focus group interviews were 33 and 34 minutes 
respectively.  
6.2.6 Data Analysis 
6.2.6.1 Session characteristics. 
Overall playing form/training form activity and overall inactivity was analysed using visual 
inspection methods. Raw data were plotted according to the percentage time players spent 
in an activity and in accordance with Martin and Pear (1996), the researcher used visual 
inspection of the data and the following criteria to establish the occurrence of any 
intervention effects: (a) the number of overlapping data points between the baseline and 
post-intervention phases, where fewer overlaps suggest a stronger experimental effect; (b) 
the immediacy that an effect was observed following intervention; (c) the size of an effect 
after intervention; (d) when baseline measures are stable or in the direction opposite to that 
predicted for the intervention; (e) consistency across populations (i.e., U14 and U15), 
where increased consistency indicates a generalised pattern of the intervention. 
Additionally, effect sizes denoted by r were calculated based on the parameters set out by 
Parker and Vannest (2009; small effect (<0.87), moderate effect (0.87 < x > 2.67), large 
effect (>2.67)). The subcategories within playing/training form (e.g., drills) and inactivity 
(e.g., player huddle) were calculated and summarised using frequencies and percentages. 
Finally, data relating to sequencing of practice activities within coaching sessions were 
summarised using frequencies and percentages.   
6.2.6.2 Players’ game performance scores. 
The dependent variables for game play (control, decision-making, and execution) were 
calculated as percentages of appropriate responses out of total opportunities to respond. 
These dependent variables were organised into “families”: control, decision-making 
(carrying, passing, shooting, overall), and skill execution (carrying, passing, shooting, 
overall). Changes from pre- to post were then tested using a pairwise t-test (decision-
making overall, skill execution shooting, skill execution overall) or Wilcoxon signed ranks 
test (control, decision-making passing, decision-making carrying, decision-making 
shooting, skill execution passing, skill execution carrying) based on normal distribution of 
data. The significance level for each family was set at p<.05. A Holm-Bonferroni 




adjustment was used to control Type I familywise error rate (Holm, 1979). The Holm-
Bonferroni adjusted p-values were obtained by ordering p-values from lowest to highest. 
The smallest p-value was then multiplied by k, where k was the number of hypotheses to be 
tested (in this case, four). The resulting p-value was considered to be statistically significant 
if it was less than 0.05. The next smallest p-value was then multiplied by k – 1, and again 
compared to 0.05. The p-values reported in the results section reflect the adjusted p values 
as obtained through this process. The statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS v. 
25.0 for Windows (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL).  
6.2.6.3 Players’ perceptions. 
Qualitative data were analysed using a similar approach to recent GBA intervention 
research in physical education and youth sport settings (Morales-Belando & Arias-Estero, 
2017a, 2017b; Morales-Belando et al., 2018). Firstly, all post-session interview and focus 
group data were transcribed verbatim and open coding was conducted line by line at a 
descriptive level (Taylor, 2014) using NVIVO software (QSR International Pty, Ltd, 2012). 
This process of open coding involved the generation of codes/lower order themes in the 
dataset to organise data and facilitate its retrieval (Patton, 2002). Deductive analysis was 
then conducted, where the codes/lower order themes generated from open coding were 
organised under the pre-existing categories used in the quantitative data (i.e., practice 
activity, inactivity, sequence, decision-making, and skill execution). A member of the 
research team inspected the coding and provided feedback in relation to the structure and 
organisation of data.  
6.3 Results 
6.3.1 Session Characteristics 
6.3.1.1 Practice activities. 
Practice sessions averaged 78.8 min for the U14 team and 76.3 min for the U15 team 
during their respective baseline periods. Session duration averages during the GBA 
intervention were 81.4 min for the U14 squad and 84.4 min for the U15 squad. During 
baseline practice sessions, both squads spent the majority of time (U14s, M = 69.4%; U15s, 
M = 62.6%) in training form activities. On average, percentage of session time in playing 




form activities during baseline was 30.6% for the U14 squad and 37.4% for the U15 squad 
(see Figure 6.4 & 6.5). In contrast, during the intervention there was a noticeable increase 
in the time spent by squads in playing form activities. The U14s’ time spent in playing form 
activities increased to 76.9% (r = 4.32) of session time during the GBA intervention while 
the U15s’ time spent in game-related activities increased to 70.5% (r = 5.81) (see Figure 
6.4 & 6.5). Applying visual analysis to each graph, the absence of any over lapping points, 
the immediacy of change, and the magnitude of change between baseline and intervention 
suggest that the intervention successfully altered practice activity.  Figure 6.4 and 6.5 also 
present a breakdown and proportion of the specific activity types players engaged in during 
baseline and intervention phases. There were two primary changes in activity type across 
phases. There was a decline in the use of drills for both U14s (Baseline: M = 41.6%; 
Intervention: M = 7.6%) and U15s (Baseline: M = 50.6%; Intervention: M = 9%). There 
was an increase in the use of conditioned games for both U14s (Baseline: M = 7.4%; 
Intervention: M = 57.6%) and U15 (Baseline: M = 15.6%; Intervention: M = 63%). There 










Figure 6.4. (top) Percentage of time U14 players spent in training form and playing form 
activities across both phases (pre-intervention and intervention) of the season. (bottom) 
Breakdown of the specific activity types players engaged in and the percentage time spent 
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Figure 6.5. (top) Percentage of time U15 players spent in training form and playing form 
activities across both phases (pre-intervention and intervention) of the season. (bottom) 
Breakdown of the specific activity types players engaged in and the percentage time spent 
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6.3.1.2 Inactivity.  
The times at which players were not physically active within a practice activity are 
presented in Figure 6.6 and 6.7. Both the U14 squad (baseline, M = 35.2%; intervention, M 
= 40.3%; r = 1.24) and U15 squad (baseline, M = 43.9%; intervention, M = 41.6%; r = -0.6) 
showed little change in the time spent in periods of inactivity across baseline and 
intervention phases. Using visual analysis methods to compare data during baseline and 
intervention for both squads highlights an overall consistency across populations, with 
many overlapping data points, and a small effect suggesting little change in inactivity time 
due to the intervention. Interestingly, the highest absolute amount of inactivity for both 
squads was recorded in the first session post intervention (see Figure 6.6, session 10; see 
Figure 6.7, session 5). The breakdown of how players spent these periods of inactivity 
within practice activities are also reflected in Figure 6.6 and 6.7. The time players spent in 
coach-player huddles represents the greatest form of inactivity type across both squads and 
both phases of the season. Overall, there was little variation in the type of inactivity players 
were exposed to between baseline and intervention phases. Both squads reduced the freeze 
periods they employed from baseline to the intervention. Player huddle was the least used 
form of inactivity for both groups during baseline observation, however, there was a 
noticeable increase within this category for the U15 squad from baseline to intervention.  





Figure 6.6. (top) Percentage of time that U14 players were not actively involved in a 
practice activity within the baseline and intervention phase of the season. (bottom) The type 
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Figure 6.7. (top) The percentage of time that U15 players were not actively involved in a 
practice activity within the baseline and intervention phase of the season. (bottom) The type 
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6.3.1.3 Session sequencing. 
The placement of practice activities within the coaching session was recorded throughout 
the study and the coaches’ sequencing in baseline and intervention is reflected in Figure 6.8 
and 6.9. Both sets of coaches emphasised skills practice in the early part (activity 1, activity 
2) of their session in the baseline phase through their predominant utilisation of drills 
practice activities. The latter part of coaching sessions pre-intervention was predominantly 
playing form activities. The introduction of the GBA intervention yielded a noticeable 
change in coaches’ sequencing of practice activities within the coaching session. In contrast 
to pre-intervention coaching sessions, coaches predominantly used game-related activities 
in the form of conditioned games as initial practice activities within the coaching session. 
While there was a noticeable reduction in technical skill practice activity types (i.e., drills, 
isolated skills practice), the employment of these activity types now took place in the 
middle (activity 3) of coaching sessions. 





Figure 6.8. U14 coaches’ sequencing of practice activities during the pre-intervention and 
intervention phases of the season (e.g., during the pre-intervention phase, coaches used 
drills 100% of the time as activity 1 in their training sessions). 





Figure 6.9. U15 coaches’ sequencing of practice activities during the pre-intervention and 
intervention phases of the season (e.g., during the pre-intervention phase, coaches used 
drills 100% of the time as activity 1 in their training sessions).  
6.3.2 Players’ Game Performance Scores 
Descriptive and inferential statistics for player performance scores are reported in Table 6.6 
and Table 6.7. Baseline scores reported are the average of the players’ scores across the 
four weeks of baseline testing. Post-test scores are the average of players’ scores across the 
two weeks of post-tests. U14 players showed significant improvements in overall decision-
making, as well as in each of the three individual decision-making scores (passing, shooting 
and carrying). U14 players also showed a significant improvement in overall skill 
execution, however, within the individual skill execution scores, only carrying showed a 
significant improvement relative to baseline. U14 players showed no change in their control 
scores. U15 players significantly improved in all decision-making variables. Furthermore, 
U15 players showed significant improvements in ball control, but did not show any 
improvements in any of the skill execution scores.  




Table 6.6  
U14 performance scores 
  Pre  Post     
  CT V  CT V  TS R p 
#Control  95.7 4.4  93.8 11.5  -0.66 0.14 0.509 
           
Decision-making          
 #Passing  84.2 12.7  96.4 8.3  -3.62 0.75 0.004* 
 #Carrying 70.5 19.4  92.3 29.8  -2.469 0.53 0.028* 
 #Shooting 66.7 45.0  100.0 41.7  -2.015 0.44 0.044* 
 Overall 77.8 7.9  89.1 7.6  -5.129 0.74 0.003* 
           
Skill execution          
 #Passing 84.0 8.9  83.3 15.0  -0.731 0.15 0.465 
 #Carrying 78.4 15.9  97.4 21.0  -3.042 0.65 0.008* 
 Shooting 54.6 21.0  59.9 28.6  -0.768 0.17 0.902 
 Overall 74.9 7.8  80.5 10.1  -2.761 0.51 0.033* 
Note: CT = Central Tendency (mean or median); V = variability (standard deviation or 
interquartile range); TS= Test Statistic (Student’s t or Wilcoxon Z); r = Effect size; p = p-
value (* = .05); # indicates data that was not normally distributed and hence the median and 
interquartile range provide descriptive statistics and Wilcoxon’s signed ranks test was used 
for inferential analysis. 





U15 Performance scores 
  Pre  Post     
  CT V  CT V  TS R p 
#Control  93.1 7.5  100.0 6.9  2.274 0.44 0.023* 
           
Decision-making          
 #Passing  80.0 14.7  100.0 14.3  3.566 0.69 0.004* 
 #Carrying 76.1 28.6  89.9 25.0  2.329 0.46 0.02* 
 #Shooting 66.7 28.6  88.9 20.0  3.938 0.76 0.002* 
 Overall 74.2 10.2  87.7 8.6  -5.69 0.74 0.003* 
           
Skill execution          
 #Passing 81.3 18.0  84.2 33.3  1.867 0.36 0.186 
 #Carrying 90.2 25.0  94.4 17.1  1.686 0.33 0.184 
 Shooting 48.6 17.6  53.1 23.0  -0.78 0.15 0.442 
 Overall 70.8 11.7  75.9 10.1  2.284 0.41 0.124 
Note: CT = Central Tendency (mean or median); V = variability (standard deviation or 
interquartile range); TS= Test Statistic (Student’s t or Wilcoxon Z); r = Effect size; p = p-
value (* = .05); # indicates data that was not normally distributed and hence the median and 
interquartile range provide descriptive statistics and Wilcoxon’s signed ranks test was used 
for inferential analysis. 
6.3.3 Players’ Perceptions 
The player qualitative data revealed players were largely supportive in receiving GBA 
pedagogy. Generally speaking, they linked their perceived improvements in performance as 
a consequence of the GBA intervention. Specifically, players suggested their improved 
performance was mainly due to: (a) an increase in playing form with conditioned games, 
(b) questioning, and (c) the enactment of a targeted tactical theme curriculum. Players were 
also positive in relation to the new sequence of the sessions and integration of skills 
practice within games. Players were less supportive of “player huddles” which they deemed 




to be unproductive. Table 6.8 highlights the structure used for the qualitative data and 
provides some examples of player responses.  












and use of 
constraints 
High intensity 
Game play benefits 
Team cohesion 
Fitness 
“like when you couldn’t cross lines it got you to move 
the ball quicker. You’re thinking about a better 
position, thinking I can’t pass the line so I’m going 
to have to look for a pass. And you’re trying to see 
where the best person to pass the ball is.” 
“It can be frustrating , because you say to yourself 
you’re not going to be doing this in a match, but 
you then see that they are emphasising one specific 





“Well they give you a chance to say what’s right and 
why isn’t it working, they say then they’ll give you 
options when you go back into the game to work on 
the stuff that’s going wrong.”  
“We weren’t used to it because we’d never do that in 
club and when they started doing it here it was a lot 
different.” 
“Ya because anytime someone gives an answer it gets 
stuck in your head so you know what to do next 
time.”  
“We have to think for ourselves. We learn more. You 
see things yourself, not someone telling you 
something, you have to start thinking in those 
huddles, and you see it for yourself” 
Sequence End of session 
review 
“Because at the start they mightn’t have been doing 
stuff the right way and then in the end we take 







things we improved on during the match. We can 
see the difference ourselves. The effect it has. We 
only might have done a game where we haven’t 
done enough recycling of the ball at the start of 
training and when we’ve been doing it for the 
whole session we can see the difference it makes.“ 
“I think it like, you get to see what you need to 
improve on at the start, and you get to work on it 








“Like when to pass or even off-the-ball like when to 
run or how to run to get the ball. Recycling as well, 
like recycling the ball back around, improving that 
as well”  
“You’re thinking when you’re on the ball and you’re 
not just passing for the sake of passing. “ 
“Like you get to into it (theme) in-depth. It’s better 








“It’s like, you’re practicing all the skills in one rather 
than separate drills. A load of skills in one match, 
like you’ve a load of skills that come into play” 
“Because say you’re doing a game, then you’re going 
into a drill and working on your kicking and then 
after the game you can be like focused on kicking 
so you’re better.” 




6.4 Discussion  
The aim of this study was to evaluate the efficacy of a GBA intervention for the 
improvement of game performance outcomes (decision-making and skill execution) in 
academy Gaelic football players, and investigate the effects of the intervention on practice 
session characteristics (activity type, sequence, inactivity) and players’ perceptions. The 
study findings revealed significant improvements in all decision-making variables for both 
squads. There was, however, only improvements in two of the four variables for the U14 
squad in skill execution, while there was no significant change for the U15 group in any of 
the variables for skill. As regards session characteristics, the GBA intervention resulted in 
an increase in player exposure to playing form activity and non-linear sequencing of 
practice activities, with little change noted in periods of inactivity across baseline and 
intervention phases. The study also revealed players responding positively to receiving 
GBA pedagogy, linking it with improvements in their performance. The results of the 
intervention are now discussed under the following headings: 1) game-related activity, 2) 
tactical curriculum, 3) providing opportunities for dialogue, 4) skill development, and 5) 
sequencing.   
6.4.1 Game-Related Activity 
The improvements in decision-making observed in this study are consistent with previous 
research that implemented GBA interventions in coaching settings (Harvey et al., 2010; 
Miller et al., 2016; Praxedes et al., 2016). However, unlike these previous studies, the 
current research employed qualitative methods to corroborate and contextualise findings in 
relation to game performance scores. Through qualitative analysis, the following extract 
reveals players also perceived development in the area of decision-making: 
“Their [fellow players’] decision-making is a lot better than it was at the start of the 
year, like they’re not just going straight for goal any more, they’re looking for an 
option to see if anyone’s in a better position.” (U15 player, focus group interview) 
The improvements observed from baseline to post-test may be explained by players’ 
increased exposure to playing form activity (see Figure 6.4 & 6.5). These significant 
increases in playing form activity are in line with previous studies conducted in sports 




coaching settings where there was a specific emphasis on increasing time spent in game-
related tasks (Eather et al., 2019; Miller et al., 2016). Research highlights using playing 
form activities as a means of exposing players to greater decision-making opportunities 
than they would likely receive in technique-focused tasks (Farrow et al., 2008; Ireland et 
al., 2019; Woods, Bruce, Veale, & Robertson, 2016). For example, Farrow et al. (2008) 
found in a study comparing the practice activities within Australian football that playing 
form activities provided players with 535 decision-making opportunities while training 
form tasks yielded a total of zero decision-making opportunities for players. However, as 
supported in the baseline data in this research (U14s, training form, M = 69.4%, Figure 6.4; 
U15s, training form, M = 62.6%, Figure 6.5), coaches in invasion game sports spend 
notable periods of time in activities deemed less relevant to game play thus limiting players 
opportunities to make decisions (Ford et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 2013; Kinnerk et al., 2019; 
Partington & Cushion, 2013). Thus, the shift noted in activity type in this research is 
encouraging and demonstrates the potential of GBAs for developing game-based coaching 
practices. This shift in activity type across baseline and intervention phases and the greater 
cognitive demand resulting from such change was welcomed by players:  
“It’s like match situations. You’re always doing things that you’re likely to be doing 
in a match. And they’re a big help.” (U14 player, focus group interview) 
“because in drills they tell you ‘just run straight through the middle’, like in games 
if it’s not on, you don’t have to. You make the decisions.” (U15 player, focus group 
interview) 
From a CLT perspective, the players’ references to increased decision-making 
opportunities signals they were situated as active learners, learning through engaging and 
adapting to the game environment they were in (Light, 2013). The game environment is 
non-prescriptive and therefore empowers the players to make decisions. CLT suggests that 
for players to develop tactical awareness and decision-making capabilities, the player must 
receive opportunities to construct new knowledge through exploration and discovery 
(Light, 2008). As alluded to here, this construction of knowledge was enabled by their 
involvement within an activity which motivated the players as the session content was of 
interest to them (Evans & Light, 2007). 




The simple benchmark of applying more game-related activity is a useful signpost in 
assisting coaches new to GBAs with a tangible road map for implementing change in their 
practice (Kinnerk et al., 2019). However, it is critical that coaches support such change by 
designing playing form activities in a manner that targets desired decision-making 
outcomes (Renshaw et al., 2019). The current research was the first GBA intervention study 
in invasion games to systematically document changes in specific activity types (i.e., 
conditioned games, phases of play) across baseline and intervention phases, thus providing 
greater detail on the potential cause of any changes that may arise (Lyle, 2018). Therefore, 
in the context of this study, the type of tasks, and specifically the significant increase in 
time spent by coaches in the activity type of conditioned games from baseline to 
intervention (see Figure 6.4 & 6.5), appears to be an important factor in explaining the 
improvements recorded in players’ decision-making. Previous research highlights that 
adapted game forms which are representative of the demands of actual match play and 
include task constraints to exaggerate a pattern of play can achieve positive decision-
making outcomes (Práxedes et al., 2019; Ric, Hristovski, & Torrents, 2015). The coaches’ 
application of GBA pedagogical principles of exaggeration and representation within 
“conditioned games”, supplemented by principles in ED are critical components in 
designing an environment to enhance player learning (Tan et al., 2012). An example of 
these elements of representation and exaggeration is highlighted by a player’s recall of a 7 
v 7 directional conditioned game used by the coaches:  
“they put in a condition where you had to kick the ball across the half-way line and 
from that kick you had to have support play with a man off the shoulder to receive 
the pass. So it meant you were thinking about what you had to do off-the-ball a bit 
more.” (U15 player, post-session interview) 
The coach in designing such a task can be seen to exaggerate a specific pattern of play (in 
this case direct transition attack with support play) by employing a condition or 
“constraint” within the task. In other words, by coaches applying conditions within games, 
they are directing players towards a set of tactical behaviours which are likely to enhance 
their performance (Chow et al., 2016). Aligned with CLT, these conditions appear to have 
stimulated the player to interpret the learning environment before producing an appropriate 




functional movement (Stolz & Pill, 2014). The game conditions were prompting the players 
to engage in explicit thought regarding their off-the-ball movement by drawing on their 
existing knowledge and experiences to make sense of the conditions and to construct an 
appropriate solution (Light, 2008). This explicit focus on off-the-ball movement may have 
facilitated a greater understanding for players in how to support, thus increasing options for 
the player in possession and the likelihood of an appropriate decision. However, this 
emphasis on off-the-ball movement is often absent in traditional and technique focused 
approaches to coaching (Farrow et al., 2008). The high proportion of conditioned games 
employed by coaches during the intervention phase of the study combined with the positive 
results in players’ decision-making suggests that conditioned games employed with 
appropriate task constraints may be beneficial in developing players’ performance.  
6.4.2 Tactical Curriculum 
The results of this study highlight that the GBA season plan comprised of tactical themes 
and principles developed by the coaches and the sports pedagogue may have facilitated 
improvements in players’ decision-making performance. GBAs require the coach to 
develop tactical themes and/or principles of play as the focus point of coaching sessions 
(Bunker & Thorpe, 1986; Mitchell et al., 2013). Previous research has reported favourable 
results when applying a targeted curriculum aimed at improving athletes’ performance 
within an authentic assessment environment (Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et al., 2010; 
Morales-Belando et al., 2018; Práxedes et al., 2016). For example, Harvey et al.’s (2010) 
study with college soccer players reported improvements in players’ game performance 
when players were exposed to a specifically designed curriculum consisting of a range of 
defensive tactical themes. However, unlike Harvey et al.’s (2010) study, where their tactical 
curriculum consisted of only eight sessions and session duration was 45-60 minutes, the 
current study’s mean session duration exceeded 80 minutes and also involved a longer 
tactical curriculum (U14s, n = 12 sessions; U15s, n = 18). Consequently, players within this 
research were exposed to a broader range of tactical topics and a greater period of time 
within sessions to explore these topics. This broader emphasis on tactical topics was 
reflected in the choice of assessment games selected by both studies with this research 
utilising a 6 vs. 6 expansive game exposing player to a range of tactical problems, while 




Harvey et al. (2010) used a restricted 3 vs. 3 game with a narrow focus on defending. While 
both study’s tactical curriculums differed in emphasis, the assessment games reflected the 
focus of these curriculums. Accordingly, players’ positive results within the 6 vs. 6 game 
are viewed as an endorsement for the tactical concepts they were exposed to throughout the 
season.  
Those developing and adopting GBAs identified tactical themes and principles of play as 
largely lacking in the more traditional pedagogical approaches in games teaching and 
coaching (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982; Garcia Lopez et al., 2009). The focus on technique and 
disregard for tactical concepts such as tactical themes and principles of play are recognised 
as insufficient and ineffective in developing players of the highest ability (Garcia Lopez et 
al., 2009). Players in this study supported the new tactically focused sessions highlighting 
the comprehensive detailing of topics:  
“I rather these ones, focusing on a specific thing each session. Like you get to go 
into something like ‘attacking’ in-depth. It’s better than before where you would be 
touching off of everything.” (U15 player, post-session interview)  
“Normally, we just focus on skills practice and stuff, but today we focused on 
tactical stuff to do with keeping possession. The 3 main things: creating space, 
having a clear line of sight and talking.” (U14 player, post-session interview) 
Research suggests that knowledge about the various configurations of play which are 
facilitated by players’ explicit exposure to carefully selected and constructed tactical 
themes and principles of play provide the basis for understanding the game (Gréhaigne & 
Godbout, 1995; Harvey & Pill, 2016; Morales-Belando et al., 2018). Players’ 
comprehensive recall of tactical themes and principles would suggest that the GBA 
curriculum (see Table 6.2 & 6.3) provided players with a wide range of tactical concepts 
that they did not have previously, and, facilitated their understanding and performance 
within the assessment game. Additionally, the players appear to have used principles (e.g., 
“To keep recycling it when there are no options”; “clear line of vision. You need to be able 
to see him on a clear line before you pass the ball to him”) as a form of externally focused 
cue to guide their decision-making. Previous research highlights how the application of 




cues as described above can be used to enhance performance (Becker & Fairbrother, 2019; 
Chow et al., 2016; Harwood & Thrower, 2019).  
6.4.3 Providing Opportunities for Dialogue 
The results revealed that players spent notable periods of time during the baseline and 
intervention periods where they were not physically involved in a practice activity. How 
this time is spent can greatly impact on player’s learning (Harvey et al., 2013). Questioning 
is one of the defining features within a GBA and proposed as a strategy for efficient 
utilisation of “break” periods within coaching sessions (Harvey et al., 2013; Light, 2013; 
Partington & Cushion, 2013). However, there is a perception amongst coaches that practice 
session constraints do not allow for questioning to be frequently applied, and that the flow 
and intensity of sessions are compromised when questioning is applied (see Chapter 5; 
Light & Evans, 2010). Conversely, the results from this study indicate that total inactivity 
time did not significantly differ from baseline to intervention (see Figure 6.6 & 6.7). 
Despite, benchmarks (Appendix E.6; section 6.2.4.3) noting both sets of coaches 
consistently employing questioning within all GBA intervention sessions, the U14 squad’s 
inactivity time increased by just 5.1%, while the U15 squad’s inactivity time decreased by 
2.3%. These findings are consistent with the only previous GBA intervention study to 
measure periods of inactivity across baseline and intervention periods (Eather et al., 2019). 
Eather et al.’s (2019) study with Australian football coaches noted that there was no 
significant change in the time coaches intervened and spent conducting breaks within 
sessions despite increasing their application of questioning by 34.5%. These findings 
should alleviate concerns expressed by coaches regarding the application of questioning 
and in doing so, provides a strategy of how coaches may seek to maximise the periods 
within sessions where players require periods to recover. Furthermore, little change was 
noted across all inactivity categories (e.g., player huddle, coach-player huddle), while the 
players noted an increase in intensity:  
“It’s way more intense than last year or the sessions at the beginning of this year. 
Like you have to do much more running and you only get a 45 second break in 
between all of them.” (U14 player, post-session interview) 




However, player qualitative data revealed changes in the dynamic of these inactivity 
periods, most notably in the “coach-player huddle” which accounted for the highest 
proportion of inactivity (see Figure 6.6 & 6.7):  
“They would call us in and have like a quick chat about what was going well and 
what we could improve. But instead of telling us, they were now asking us.” (U15 
player, focus group interview) 
“the biggest difference is the amount of questions they (the coaches) keep asking 
us.” (U14 player, post-session interview) 
These findings support previous research in noting that the employment of questioning is 
often viewed as the aspect of one’s coaching that reflects the greatest transformation in 
pedagogical approach from baseline to intervention (Harvey et al., 2010). In addition, these 
findings suggest that the intervention enabled coaches to effectively adopt an inquiry-based 
approach within periods of inactivity as opposed to instructing.  
Studies where questioning has formed a central part of a coaching intervention have 
revealed favourable results in terms of players’ decision-making (García-González, 
Moreno, Gil, Moreno, & Villar, 2014; Gil & del Villar Álvarez, 2014; Praxedes et al., 
2016). García-González et al. (2014) showed how an intervention programme where 
questioning featured prominently successfully improved the decision-making of 11 
intermediate tennis players. More closely related to this research, Praxedes et al. (2016) 
investigated the effects of a TGfU intervention in male footballers concluding that decision-
making improved due to questioning. However, unlike Praxedes et al. (2016), the 
intervention employed in the current research was supported by a strong theoretical 
framework to support coaches’ application of questioning in the form of CLT. The presence 
of a theoretical framework placed the coaches in a position to select and apply questioning 
based on how it was likely to impact players while also providing a lens to interpret the 
study findings (Abraham & Collins, 2011; Ertmer & Newby, 2013). Without a theoretical 
framework, the findings of Praxedes and colleagues (2016) are limited in their capacity to 
explain the learning players achieved through questioning. Moreover, unlike Praxedes et 
al.’s (2016) study, quantitative performance results were supplemented with qualitative 
player data in the current research to corroborating the findings:  




“if you do something wrong, the coaches ask you what you might do differently 
next time round and it helps you make the right decision then next time. For 
example, you get dispossessed, and you think about it, you’re less likely to do it 
again.” (U15 player, focus group interview)  
In other words, questioning stimulated players to engage in a process of critical thinking 
regarding their own performance. Research highlights that effective questioning is that 
which encourages the player to reflect upon their performance to allow them to best solve 
problems and make correct decisions (Oslin & Mitchell, 2006). CLT can explain this 
process whereby the player is actively involved in constructing and making meaning of 
knowledge through a process of interpretation, reflection and social engagement (Harvey & 
Light, 2015). The accounts of players suggest that without receiving questions they may not 
have engaged in this explicit process of “making meaning” which is likely to have 
facilitated improvements in decision-making. CLT (one of two learning theories introduced 
to coaches in their GBA training) may have emphasised the need for coaches to use 
dialogue that invites players to make decisions and create meaning independent of the 
coach. According to CLT, the coaches’ instruction should be a guide rather than the 
universal truth. In this way, the current research refines the directive of “let the game be the 
teacher” and corroborates previous work which highlighted the need to expose players to 
explicit dialogue (Rovegno, Nevett, Brock, & Babiarz, 2001). Players revealed how explicit 
dialogue generated through questioning  (“what you could use to beat the other team and 
play better than them and discuss what they were doing, and what we were doing that isn’t 
working and how to fix it”) may have helped develop lateral thinking about how to solve 
the tactical problems within games (Curry & Light, 2006; Díaz-Cueto, Hernández-Álvarez, 
& Castejón, 2010; McNeill, Fry, Wright, Tan, & Rossi, 2008).  
Another constructivist method within GBA coaching includes players being provided with 
time to debate ideas with reduced input of the coach (Light, 2013). Within the present 
study, such instances were categorised as “player huddles”. The current research is the first 
GBA intervention study to quantify to what extent coaches apply this strategy. The 
provision of such periods aims to provide players with opportunity to discuss upcoming 
strategies and reflect on previous plays with minimal coach input thereby promoting player 




engagement, ownership and problem solving (Gréhaigne et al., 2005; Kidman, 2005; Light, 
2013). There were examples given by some U15 players to support such claims: 
“it helps that you have to think for yourself, because it's not the coaches telling you 
to do it. You think about what’s wrong and you discuss it with your teammates. And 
something that you mightn’t think of what another team mate might. You are 
learning from your peers rather than your coach.” (U15 player, post-session 
interview) 
This player’s account of his learning in a “player huddle” is commensurate with the CLT 
perspective that learning is a social process (Light, 2008). CLT suggests that the personal 
knowledge and learning activity that occurs through social interaction and collective 
knowledge with teammates are inseparably linked to the internalisation and constant 
evolution of their understanding (Light, 2013). Evidently, for this U15 player, the “player 
huddle” afforded him the opportunity to interact with teammates through language and 
considering their points of view, whereby such social interaction and language brings 
learning to a conscious level (Light et al., 2014). Unfortunately, this player’s experiences of 
the player huddles were the exception with many players unimpressed by this feature and 
others oblivious to its presence within the session. This point is corroborated by the session 
characteristics data which showed that the U15 squad only sparingly utilised these periods 
of exclusive player-centred time (see Figure 6.7), while these periods were even less for the 
U14 squad (see Figure 6.6). Critical to employing such methods is the coach adopting the 
role of a facilitator to assist in guiding players’ discussions (Thomas et al., 2013; Van 
Maarseveen, Oudejans, & Savelsbergh, 2018), however, there was evidence of coaches 
getting the balance wrong and adopting an overly detached position during these periods, 
which may explain the paucity of such periods throughout the intervention. Players gave an 
insight into how they perceived these periods and highlighted how coaches may improve:  
“like they could just come into the circle, don’t talk and just listen to what we have 
to say, instead of us just talking about nothing. Like they come in but don’t talk, 
make sure we’re talking like. Don’t give their opinion.” (U15 player, focus group 
interview) 




In other words, for players experiencing GBA methods for the first time and especially 
those of younger years who may not have developed the leadership and maturity to lead 
such situations (Thomas et al., 2013), the coach needs to be mindful of placing too much 
faith in the learner (Cushion, 2013). Instead, coaches should foster a player centred culture 
through increased coach input at the beginning before reducing their role as players become 
comfortable in such an environment. It is also possible that deficiencies in coaches’ training 
programme contributed to the lack of success players’ reported in receiving this form of 
pedagogy. Within coaches’ training, greater focus was placed on other elements of GBAs 
(e.g., game design, tactical themes, questioning) with limited discussion and practical 
application opportunities for the coach in facilitating these player-led periods. 
6.4.4 Skill Development 
Recent reviews of GBAs in coaching and physical education setting have provided limited 
support for the development of technical skill through GBAs (Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; 
Kinnerk et al., 2018; Miller, 2015). In doing so, such findings are in conflict with the 
original proposition that GBAs could develop players’ decision-making and technical skill 
(Bunker & Thorpe, 1982). However, more recently, a number of studies have appeared 
which support the development of technical skill through GBAs (Morales-Belando & 
Arias-Estero, 2017a; Morales-Belando et al., 2018; Pizarro et al., 2017). The current 
research falls somewhere in between these two perspectives, whereby one squad (U14s) 
showed improvement in two technical skill variables (carrying, overall) while the other 
squad (U15s) did not improve in any technical skill. This is not the first research to report 
equivocal findings in the area of skill execution. In a study conducted by Pizarro et al. 
(2017), the authors reported significant improvement in the variable of passing execution, 
but did not report any improvement in the dribbling variable. One possible reason for the 
U14 squad improving in the technical skill of “carrying” may be due to the significant 
improvements obtained by this group within the carrying variable in decision-making (U14, 
baseline = 70.5%, post = 92.3%). In other words, the group’s significant improvements in 
decision-making in carrying meant they were optimising the conditions to perform the 
subsequent skill (i.e., because they were making better decisions when to “carry” the ball, 
they were most likely under less pressure when performing the skill, thus increasing the 




likelihood of a positive skill execution.).  
The lack of improvement for the U14 squad in other variables and for the U15s are 
consistent with previous research in sports coaching setting (Harvey, Cushion, Wegis, et 
al., 2010; Miller et al., 2016; Nathan, 2015). In general, recent reviews are at a loss to 
explain why studies have failed to produce positive findings in technical skill. Miller 
(2015) suggests that research may need to revise how technical skill is measured and 
assessed within GBA studies. However, if we are to consider den Duyn’s (1997) definition 
of skill as being technique performed in context, then surely the future of assessing 
technical skill proficiency lies within the context of the real game, as was the case in this 
research. One area to explore is the emphasis in the intervention design on skills 
development within the various studies. For example, in both studies conducted by 
Morales-Belando et al. (2017; 2018) where significant improvements were found in 
technical skill, there was a “drills for skill development” segment within every session. As 
a subtle but noteworthy difference, the current research along with other studies (Harvey, 
Cushion, Wegis, et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2016) where no significant improvement was 
found in technical skill, reported only using skills practice when necessary and not as a 
consistent segment within intervention practice sessions. In addition, the activity type of 
“applied skills practice” which emphasises skill in a semi-pressurised environment received 
little attention from coaches throughout the intervention (see Figure 6.4 & 6.5). Applied 
skills practice may be a viable strategy for the GBA coach to promote technical skill ahead 
of tactical development as it upholds the conceptual tenets of a GBA (skill being performed 
in context). It is possible that the great emphasis on the development of decision-making 
and tactical awareness within coaches’ training and the intervention pack may have limited 
coaches’ focus on practice activities that emphasise technical skill. Future intervention 
designs may consider a more balanced focus on the development of technical skill (in 
conjunction with tactical development) within such coach information packs along with 
coaches’ training.  
Another possible explanation for the lack of improvements in technical skill variables may 
be due to squads achieving relatively high initial baseline outcomes in skill variables (e.g., 
U14 passing = 84%; U15, passing = 81.3%, carrying = 90.2%, see Table 6.6, Table 6.7), 




thus producing a possible ceiling effect (Stone, McKenzie, Welk, & Booth, 1998). 
Similarly, Miller et al. (2016) in their study with youth netball players, noted relatively high 
initial baseline scores in technical skill (73%, 70%) as potentially limiting the scope for 
improvement in skill execution. Notwithstanding the limited support for the efficacy of 
GBAs in the development of technical skill reported in the current research, it is important 
to note that in line with the systematic review carried out by Kinnerk et al. (2018), players 
did not decline in technical skill development. 
6.4.5 Sequencing 
Previous observational studies (Kinnerk et al., 2019; O’Connor et al., 2018) show invasion 
games coaching typically follows a linear sequencing of practice activities with an 
emphasis on skills practice in the early part of the session before moving on to game-
related practice activity. In contrast, the non-linear sequencing of practice activities within a 
coaching session is seen as a distinguishing feature of a GBA (Kirk & MacPhail, 2002). 
However, the systematic assessment of practice activity sequencing has not been previously 
reported in the context of a GBA coaching intervention within the GBA literature and the 
current study aimed to address this gap. While study findings from the baseline period were 
consistent with the linear sequencing approach identified in the previous literature, a 
noticeable shift in activity placement during the intervention period was identified, with 
coaches replacing traditional technical skill practices with game-related activities such as 
conditioned games in activities one and two of their sessions (see Figure 6.8 & 6.9), thus 
satisfying GBA benchmarks (Metzler, 2005; Turner & Martinek, 1999). 
This change in session sequencing is reflective of a conceptual shift from a traditional, 
common sense, complicated view of learning to a complex view of learning, where players 
are encouraged to construct meaning as they engage in finding solutions to the range of 
problems that are presented in the spontaneous and more unpredictable game environment 
(Light, 2008). Due to this shift, the players were being presented with game play from the 
beginning of the session instead of waiting until the end of the session before getting the 
opportunity to test their skills in the game (Light & Evans, 2010). This significant shift in 
the arrangement of practice activities from baseline to intervention was noticed, and 
favoured, by players: 




 “Like when we were focusing on forward play you are doing it through match 
situations all throughout the session as opposed to doing drills and then finishing 
with a match and going home. In these sessions, you are doing games early in the 
session so you get to learn from your mistakes and fix them by the time other games 
come later in the session.” (U15 player, focus group interview) 
“I like it, you get to see what you need to improve on at the start, and you get to 
work on it throughout the training session.” (U14 player, post-session interview) 
Evidently, players were explicitly aware that sequence of the sessions were organised by 
the coaches in a purposeful way. Not only was this initial game form activity viewed by the 
players as a space for exploration and experimentation, it provided an advanced organiser 
or primer to the tasks that would follow within the session (“you get to work on it 
throughout the training”) (Mitchell et al., 2013). Consequently, the more thoughtful and 
carefully crafted practice design and content development sequence enabled players to 
make connections back to the initial game form as they navigated their way through the 
session (Chang, Ward, & Goodway, 2020; Rink, 2014). Moreover, the players highlighted 
a common link or relationship between tasks which was a clear contrast from their previous 
experiences of session sequencing (“as opposed to doing drills and then finishing with a 
match and going home”). The relational nature of the tasks enabled the players to connect 
what they learned in one task to others in the sequence and offer a spiralled development of 
their knowledge within and between the GBA sessions (Harvey et al., 2018; Rink, 2014). 
Being afforded the opportunity to regularly make connections between relational tasks and 
topics is a key tenet of constructivist theory and critical to learners’ knowledge 
development (Curry & Light, 2006; Grehaigne & Godbout, 1995). This process is strongly 
aligned with the “active” element within CLT, where learners re-examine their culturally 
informed experiences and evolve their understanding through these reflections (Light, 
2008). Indeed Stolz and Pill (2014) identify a clear relationship between the notion of 
“understanding” as described in the GBA literature and active engagement in reflection. 
Therefore, it is possible that some of the positive improvements noted in players’ decision-
making may be attributable to the carefully sequenced practice activities which stimulated 
players to engage in active reflection and make connections within and between session 




tasks. In the wider sports coaching literature, research highlights a number of benefits of 
players’ engagement in guided reflection, such as increased tactical understanding (Neil, 
Cropley, Wilson, & Faull, 2013), self-awareness (Faull & Cropley, 2009; Koh, Chew, 
Kokkonen, & Chew, 2017), and the promotion of critical thinking and problem solving 
(Carr, 1988). In this way, it is possible that such reflection contributed to improvements in 
players’ decision-making. 
It was also apparent that skills practice was not completely abandoned within the session 
sequence. Instead its place within the sequencing of learning moved to the middle of 
sessions (see Figure 6.8 & 6.9). This shift is also consistent with GBA guidelines (Metzler, 
2005) where skills practice is used when necessary, but not as the starting point within 
sessions. This selective placement of skills practice within the learning sequence is 
reflective of the coach demonstrating a concern for quality of performance and prescribing 
a refinement task when necessary (Rink, 2014). Rink (2014) suggests that refinement tasks 
such as isolated skills practice can have a powerful impact on player performance when the 
coach keeps the focus of the improvement narrow and relative to the game. In contrast, 
through involvement of repetitive skills practice from the beginning of sessions, players 
become quickly bored (Pritchard, Hawkins, Wiegand, & Metzler, 2008). From a CLT 
perspective, this purposeful selection of skills practice encourages the player to interpret the 
meaning of the skills task within the context of previous tasks within the session; enabling 
the player to understand the rationale for this skill within the context of the game and 
promoting the chances of the player selecting an appropriate skill in future tasks (Light, 
2013). Player qualitative data, as highlighted above, showed that the players enjoyed the 
new sequence where skills practice was no longer used as a starting point. This would 
suggest that the new sequence sustained players’ interest throughout the session.  
6.4.6 Limitations 
Despite the novelty of this study, there are a number of limitations that should be noted. 
Firstly, while session structure characteristics were systematically observed, the nature and 
frequency of coaching behaviours (e.g., praise, silence, questioning) were not. Future 
interventions may address these gaps by adopting a similar approach to that used by Eather 
et al. (2019). In their study, their employment of the Coach Analysis Intervention System 




provided objective information regarding the effects of an intervention on the nature of 
coaches’ feedback. To provide a richer description of the questioning process, researchers 
may seek to conduct a narrative analysis of coaches’ questioning as used by Cope et al. 
(2016). Such information would allow investigations to ascertain the true effects of the 
intervention on the coaches’ pedagogical expertise and facilitate a more detailed discussion 
regarding the effects of questioning on learning.  
Several steps were included to ensure that the small-sided game used for the assessment of 
players’ game performance was representative of a competitive match. These steps 
included ensuring that all of the critical elements of a full sided game (restarts, same 
scoring mechanisms, etc) were present within the small sided game, and enlisting a 
validation panel of experienced coaches and a performance analyst to assist in game design. 
However, future research might employ an explicit comparison of task constraints and 
performances across the small sided and competitive games (Ireland et al., 2019) to confirm 
the representativeness of the assessment game. 
Retention tests were not employed in this study. Therefore, the long terms effects of the 
GBA intervention on players’ game performance are unknown. Future research may 
address this limitation by conducting retention tests several months after players have 
received the GBA intervention.  
This study took a first step in measuring the specific activity type changes that resulted 
from a GBA coaching intervention. However, there was limited information regarding the 
exact nature of these activity types. Future studies may address this area by establishing a 
systematic tool that allows for the recording of details relating to activity types, such as: 
number of players, number of grids, conditions/rules used, progressions, number of 
stoppages. This information may be of use in determining the contribution of games to 
develop particular areas and also inform guidelines in practice activity design.  
6.5 Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of a GBA intervention on practice 
session characteristics, player performance outcomes, and player perceptions. The current 
research supports the use of GBAs to positively impact practice session characteristics and 




player outcomes. The GBA intervention resulted in an increase in playing form and non-
linear sequencing of practice activities. In addition, despite the emphasis in GBAs to apply 
structured periods of questioning, there was little change in inactivity periods across 
baseline and intervention phases. As regards performance outcomes, both squads 
significantly improved in all decision-making variables. The study provides support for the 
efficacy of conditioned games, explicit dialogue and a targeted tactical themed curriculum 
in positively impacting player decision-making. There was limited support for the 
development of technical skill through GBAs with only one squad improving in two (of 
four) skill execution variables. Players were largely supportive in receiving the new 
pedagogical approach highlighting and validating coaches’ use of games, the specifically 
designed GBA tactical curriculum and coach-player huddles as the greatest areas of change 
resulting in perceived positive effects. However, players were less supportive regarding the 
play centred strategy of “player huddles”. The study provides support for the use of implicit 
and explicit methods to impact players’ learning. GBA pedagogy supported by guidelines 
in CLT may provide a useful roadmap for coaches wishing to impact player learning and 
tangible change in their coaching practice.  




Chapter 7 – Coach Perceptions on Implementing GBA Pedagogy in Their 
Practice 
  




Chapter 7 Preface 
Phase one explored existing research and theory, as well as current practice. The phase one 
empirical studies (Chapters 4 & 5) identified substantial deviations from GBAs within 
coaches’ practice. There was no evidence of coaches applying an authentic version of a 
GBA as described in the sports coaching literature. To this end, Chapter 6 investigated the 
effects of coaches applying an authentic GBA in an academy Gaelic football setting on 
player performance, practice session characteristics and player perceptions. The study 
findings revealed significant improvements in all decision-making variables for both 
squads. There was, however, only improvements in two of the four skill execution variables 
for the U14 squad, while there was no significant change for the U15 group in any of the 
skill execution variables. As regards session characteristics, the GBA intervention resulted 
in an increase in player exposure to playing form activity and non-linear sequencing of 
practice activities, with little change noted in periods of inactivity across baseline and 
intervention phases. The study also revealed players responding positively to receiving 
GBA pedagogy, linking it with improvements in their performance. Whilst examining the 
effects of a GBA intervention on player and practice session outcomes is important, it is 
also necessary to obtain the coaches’ perspectives in applying this new coaching approach. 
Consequently, the following chapter builds on the findings of Chapter 6 by investigating 
coaches’ experiences in implementing the GBA.  





Participant coaches taking part in a GBA intervention are expected to adjust their coaching 
approach to integrate new pedagogy. Adhering to and applying such changes involves a 
significant shift in approach for coaches (Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; 
Partington & Cushion, 2013). Metzler (2000; 2005) and, Turner and Martinek (1999) 
proposed benchmarks with the aim of explicating the methods coaches/teachers should be 
utilising if attempting to employ a GBA. These benchmarks include the coach designing 
and employing predominantly game-related activity, using a game as the organising centre 
of sessions, and the application of questioning, to name just some of the benchmarks. A 
number of studies over the past decade (Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Reid 
& Harvey, 2014; Thomas et al., 2013) have reported coaches’ perceptions on applying such 
benchmarks in their practice, highlighting a number of potential benefits (e.g., improved 
team cohesion). However, these studies also concluded that the implementation of GBA 
pedagogy for coaches is complex and “messy” (Harvey et al., 2010; Thomas et al., 2013). 
More recent studies (e.g., Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Pill, 2015, 2016b) have called for an 
increased focus on coaches’ perceptions within GBA interventions, to facilitate further 
understanding of how GBAs are learnt and translated from theory into practice. 
Notwithstanding the valuable efforts of studies to date, greater detail is required 
highlighting coaches’ implementation of planning, tactical themes and game 
design/modification. Detailing coaches’ perceptions’ on the implementation of the 
extensive pedagogical components within a GBA is needed to focus and support future 
GBA coaching research as well as practitioners and coach education wishing to promote 
change.   
Describing the conditions for change in coaching practice remains an important duty in 
coaching research (Lyle, 2018). Coaching practice in invasion game sports is typically 
dominated by deep-rooted traditions (Cushion, 2013). Research has identified a 
“traditional” approach to coaching that is prescriptive, repetitive and autocratic (Ford et al., 
2010; Harvey et al., 2013; Partington, Cushion, Cope, & Harvey, 2015). These findings 
have been supported in this PhD programme with survey findings (Chapter 4) and some 
high performance coaches (Chapter 5) demonstrating strong links with characteristics of 




traditional coaching. Changing established coaching practices can be problematic as 
coaches are more likely to stick with tried and tested, traditional methods that validate their 
knowledge and expertise (Cushion, Ford, et al., 2012; Partington et al., 2015). A key 
challenge for research lies in explicating conditions which are a catalyst for and sustain 
change. To date, GBA coaching research has made tentative attempts to describe the 
journey undertaken by coaches who have attempted this change (e.g., Pill, 2016), but 
further accounts are needed. In addition, coach education programmes have largely 
struggled to impact change (Reid & Harvey, 2014; Roberts, 2011). Griffiths, Armour, and 
Cushion (2018) argue that there is little concrete evidence about “what works” in coach 
education to change learners’ behaviour and improve practice. Coach education 
programmes typically consist of a “train and certify” approach (Trudel & Gilbert, 2006). 
Understanding how to best assist coaches to employ new methods (such as GBAs) is a 
critical concern in coach education and research. 
Research highlights that coaches’ learning is developed by “ongoing interactions with 
specific individuals within practical coaching contexts” (Cushion et al., 2003, p. 217). In 
this sense, coach development is facilitated by interactive, situational coaching experiences, 
observation of/by peers and knowledge sharing with other coaches (Lemyre, Trudel, & 
Durand-Bush, 2007; Mesquita, Ribeiro, Santos, & Morgan, 2014). Action research has 
been proposed as an educational research method for promoting coach development 
(Butler, 2005; Cassidy, Potrac, & McKenzie, 2006). Action research involves an 
intervention centred on, and managed by the participant(s) and situated in their practice. 
Collaborative Action Research (CAR) extends on action research in which the 
researcher/knowledgeable other works alongside the participant. In GBA coaching 
intervention research, the participant coach works alongside a “sports pedagogue” who 
collaborates with the participant coach in an equal partnership. The role of the sports 
pedagogue is to bring pedagogical knowledge and theoretical understanding to the coach’s 
practice.  
Three studies have explicitly identified that they utilised a CAR model in GBA research 
interventions (Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Evans & Light, 2007; Pill, 2016b). In the three 
studies, the sports pedagogue played a critical role in the coaches’ development and their 




implementation of GBA pedagogy. The sports pedagogues achieved this by mentoring the 
coaches to engage with theory, providing feedback and guidance, and promoting reflection. 
Coaches need to reflect critically and make judgements that are meaningful within their 
particular situation. Furthermore, coaches must challenge, rather than reinforce, existing 
beliefs or practices (Partington et al., 2015). When the learner coach experiences 
difficulties, the motivating role of the sport pedagogue is vital to ensure continued 
engagement with GBA pedagogy rather than reverting to “old” practice. Therefore, if 
learning through observation and practice can promote and reinforce emerging ideological 
interpretations of knowledge and practice (Cushion, Ford, et al., 2012), collaborative action 
methodology can be applied to reinforce desired GBA techniques.  
The three CAR studies in coaching settings have reported positive findings regarding the 
impact of GBAs on coaches’ practice and the use of CAR as a model for impacting change. 
However, there were a number of challenges that emerged from these studies in key 
pedagogical aspects. For example, Pill (2016b) reported the participant coach in his study 
experiencing difficulties in the area of session planning and creating tactical themes. 
Furthermore, while these three studies contribute in providing descriptions of coaches’ 
experiences of GBAs, detail is limited with regards to coaches’ experiences of employing 
several critical GBA elements (e.g., tactical themes, game design/modification). The 
studies in question have been restricted to one (Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Pill, 2016b) or 
two (Harvey et al., 2010) coaches within the study design. Moreover, all coaches receiving 
the intervention were either experienced coaches or had some previous experience with 
GBAs. Finally, studies have been limited to the sports of soccer, rugby and Australian 
football. To fill these gaps, the current study operationalised the CAR model in an academy 
setting with five Gaelic football coaches who had no previous experience with GBAs. 
Accordingly, the purpose of the research was to expand the current evidence base regarding 
GBAs by investigating coaches’ perceptions on implementing a GBA intervention, and to 
provide detail regarding application of the many pedagogical tenets.  





7.2.1 Study Design 
The study adopted a CAR model (Evans & Light, 2007). This involved collaborations 
between the five practicing Gaelic football coaches and I as the sports pedagogue. The 
purpose of the study was to gather rich and detailed information on the coaches’ 
perceptions on implementing the GBA intervention. To assist this, the study applied case 
study methodology, which allowed the research to capture a holistic description and 
explanation of the phenomenon, studied (Harvey et al., 2010). 
7.2.2 Sports Pedagogue 
I fulfilled the role of sports pedagogue for this research. My background as a former 
physical education teacher and my current position as a full-time PhD researcher in GBAs 
positioned me as a suitable candidate for the role. I also had extensive experience coaching 
at the highest level in GAA sports and applying GBA methods in my own coaching 
practice. In addition, I was already a mentor to a number of coaching groups in assisting 
them with the integration of GBA pedagogy within their practice, and I was an invited 
speaker to promote GBAs at the leading GAA coaching conferences (Munster Coaching 
Conference 2016, National Coaching Conference 2017). My role as the sports pedagogue 
was to bring relevant GBA theory and coaching pedagogy to the participant coaches and 
their practice. Specifically, as sports pedagogue, I facilitated coach development throughout 
the intervention by providing notes, journal articles, book extracts, and discussions on GBA 
pedagogy to assist coaches in developing GBA coaching into their practice (see appendices 
F.2, F.3 & F.4). Furthermore, I offered feedback to coaches operating as a critical friend 
within coaching sessions. Through a joint partnership, the coaches and I collaborated to 
develop new ideas.  
7.2.3 Participants 
The participant coaches in this study were purposefully sampled (Thomas & Nelson, 2001). 
I identified the coaches through my role as an advisor in an adolescent Gaelic football 
academy. Within this academy, my role was to offer advice and feedback on coaching 




methods and curriculum design. This work brought me in contact with two groups of 
coaches who expressed an interest in learning more about GBAs following some brief 
discussions. Following these initial conversations, I offered coaches the opportunity to be 
part of a season-long GBA intervention study. Participants were purposefully chosen 
because: a) they demonstrated a strong commitment to the research project, b) they had 
demonstrated little explicit knowledge of GBA pedagogy and theory, and c) accessibility. 
Initially six participants, three U14 coaches and three U15 coaches volunteered to 
participate in the study. However, four weeks into the study, one U14 coach was unable to 
continue due to personal circumstances. Consequently, five coaches completed the study 
and their details are listed in Table 7.1. All five coaches held a foundation level GAA 
coaching qualification. Pseudonyms have been used to protect coaches’ anonymity.  
Table 7.1  
Details of participant coaches 
Names 
(pseudonyms) 
Age Occupation Coaching experience Current Coaching 
squad 
John 32 Gym instructor 4 years U14 
Mike 30 Engineer 2 years U14 
Frank 38 Teacher 3 years U15 
Brian 40 Teacher 3 years U15 
Adam 24 Teacher 3 years U15 
 
7.2.4 Procedure 
Following faculty ethical approval, the coaches commenced their engagement with the 
study. As detailed in Chapter 6, this study applied a staggered baseline design with the U15 
coaches commencing coach education workshops in weeks 1 to 4 before implementing 
GBA pedagogy in week 5. The U14 coaches received coaching workshops in weeks 6 to 9 
before commencing GBA coaching sessions in week 10. Specific details of the intervention 
have been provided in the previous chapter (section 6.2) outlining workshops, validation 
measures of coaches’ practice and season timeline.  




7.2.5 Data Collection 
Three qualitative data collection methods were used: researcher field notes, coach reflective 
diaries, and post-intervention interviews. Within CAR, qualitative methods are suggested as 
they enable the researcher to gain insight regarding participants’ experiences and opinions 
about the study (Israel, Eng, Schulz, & Parker, 2005).  
7.2.5.1 Field notes. 
I took field notes based on my observations of coaches’ implementation of GBA pedagogy 
in coaching sessions. The focus of the observations were to identify the efficacy of and 
challenges faced by the coaches when applying GBA benchmarks set out in research 
literature (Metzler, 2005; Turner & Martinek, 1999). For example, observations focused on: 
coaches’ application of questioning, player reactions to questions, and coach reaction to 
players’ answers. The field notes (see appendix E.3 for example) were constructed by 
making short-hand notations during the activities/coaching sessions followed by 
elaborating on these notes as soon as possible after each session while impressions were 
still vivid (Sanjek, 1990). Typically, in the hours following a coaching session, I would 
elaborate on field notes by adding to them and typing them up.  
7.2.5.2 Coach reflective diary. 
At the end of each week, coaches were asked to complete a reflective entry detailing their 
experiences of the week gone by. The format of the reflective diary was structured 
according to the feedback and reflective model proposed by Hattie and Timperley (2007). 
Thus, the reflective diary consisted of three main sections to help guide coaches’ thoughts. 
The first part was framed around the question “where am I going?” (goals) which included 
prompts relating to the planning and pre-training processes coaches engaged in. The second 
part was based on “how am I going?”. This part related to the coach engaging in reflection 
about the implementation of the practice session. The third part “where to next?” aimed at 
initiating coaches’ actions going forward. A final section “additional comments” allowed 
coaches to include any extra points or concluding thoughts. Following the completion of 
weekly reflective diary entries, coaches would email me with their entry (see appendix E.4 
for example). I responded to each coach’s diary entry on the Monday evening, five days in 
advance of the next coaching session on the Saturday. This timeline provided the coach 




with ample time to consider my feedback before initiating plans for the upcoming coaching 
session.  
7.2.5.3 Post-intervention interviews. 
All coaches participated in individual post-intervention interviews lasting between 40 and 
55 minutes. These semi-structured interviews took place within one month following the 
completion of the intervention to allow coaches time to reflect, but also to facilitate 
accuracy of recall. The interview guide (appendix E.5) consisted of five sections. First, 
questions relating to coaches’ philosophy and practice prior to and after the intervention 
were asked. Section two ascertained coaches’ perceptions of applying GBA pedagogy to 
planning (e.g., activity design, tactical themes, session design). Section three related to the 
implementation of the session. For example, coaches were asked about the employment of 
questioning and other player centred instructional strategies. Section four assessed coaches' 
perceptions regarding the effects of the intervention on players. The last section focused on 
coaches’ learning and a summary of their thoughts regarding the intervention. The sports 
pedagogue also employed probes when necessary to elicit more detailed responses 
(Galletta, 2013). Examples of probes used during the interviews included “why was that the 
case”, “how did that impact your application”, and “how did that effect the players”.   
7.2.6 Data Analysis 
An inductive thematic analysis was conducted to understand the coaches’ perceptions on 
implementing the GBA intervention. First, the recorded interviews, reflective diaries and 
field notes were transcribed verbatim, resulting in 216 pages of transcripts. The transcripts 
were then read many times to attain familiarity with the data set. This process involved 
reading through the transcripts and writing down some initial thoughts, provisional themes 
and correcting any errors that may have occurred during the transcription process (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). The data were then codified using the software NVivo 11 (QSR 
International Pty, Ltd, 2012). During this process raw meaning units (quotations or 
paraphrased quotations representing meaningful thoughts) were organised into patterns of 
like ideas or thoughts representing codes. This process yielded 58 codes. Next, I performed 
axial coding in which I used the 58 codes developed during the initial analysis process to 
identify links and relationships between codes. This process enabled me to sort codes into 




possible lower-order themes. For example, “player willingness to engage with each other”, 
“player immaturity”, and “taking the lead” formed the lower order theme of “player 
acculturation”. Before deciding on the categorisation of these three codes to form the lower 
order theme of “player acculturation”, in re-reading through the codes I was able to identify 
that all these three codes involved instances of players getting used to the new coaching 
approach. There were also examples in each of players struggling with the new methods. 
These interpretations of each code’s prominent narrative involving acclimatising to the new 
coaching approach enabled me to establish common links between the three codes and their 
potential to form a lower order theme. By assessing the remaining codes through a similar 
process of explicating prominent meaning within codes, identifying potential links between 
codes and then further reflecting on the strength of these links, I was able to identify 20 
lower order themes. Figure 7.1 provides an example of the analysis process employed to 
develop a lower-order theme.  
 
Figure 7.1. Example of the thematic analysis process from meaning units to lower-order 
themes. 
Following this, the lower-order themes, if they logically fit together, were organised into 
higher order themes. For example, “whatsapp group” and “onsite collaboration with other 
coaches” were organised under the higher order theme of “communities of practice”, which 
itself was related to the broader category “coach education”. Through a critical friend 
process, two members of the supervisory team and I discussed the thematic structure (Smith 
& McGannon, 2018). While the role of the critical friend process is not to achieve a 




consensus (Smith & McGannon, 2018), overall our discussions established a large level of 
agreement on the thematic structure. The final step consisted of reporting the analysis. The 
thematic structure can be found in Table 7.2.  
7.2.6.1 Trustworthiness. 
As was the case for the qualitative research in Chapter 5, this study employed similar 
criteria to assist the reader in forming an assessment of the trustworthiness of this work.  
Firstly, a critical friend approach was utilised throughout the research process (Smith & 
McGannon, 2018). This involved regular meetings and correspondence between one 
member of the supervisory team and I in which we would engage in critical dialogue in 
relation to the data. On two occasions, a second member of the supervisory team was 
involved in this process. In the initial stages of the coding process, one sample of each data 
source (one reflective journal entry, one session of field notes, and one interview) was 
independently coded by one member of the supervisory team and I. During this process, we 
compared and debated each other’s interpretation of the data. Similar discussions took 
place for examining the organisation of codes into lower and higher order themes, and the 
writing up of the research. The second member of the supervisory team was involved for 
one meeting in discussing the categorisation of lower and higher order themes, and one 
meeting during the write-up of the research. In performing their roles as critical friends, 
they encouraged reflexivity by highlighting possible unconscious influences that could have 
been active during the data collection, the analysis and the writing-up phase (Smith & 
Sparkes, 2014). This process was invaluable, especially during the analysis phase. For 
example, through reflective conversations about my role as sports pedagogue, relationships 
with the participants and my overall close connection to the research, I was able to step 
back from the data to reflect critically on how these connections to the research may be 
influencing how I perceived or wished to perceive the data. These conversations enabled 
me to inspect the data with a more critical lens.   
Before the commencement of the research project I had already established relationships 
with the participant coaches through my role as an advisor within the academy. The 
strength of these relationships was enhanced throughout the course of the research. 
Through “prolonged engagement” I was able to build further trust with participants (Burke, 




2016). The formed relationships with participants also facilitated the chances of getting 
meaningful access to their genuine and unguarded views (Neuman, 2006). In this study, 
prolonged engagement was achieved by being present at every coaching session throughout 
the season. In addition, I was a participant in coaches’ messaging groups and emails along 
with a weekly phone call to discuss past and upcoming coaching sessions. Engagement 
with participants over time permitted a better understanding of their views (Creswell & 
Miller, 2000). However, a potential critique of my research process was my familiarity and 
connection to the setting and the coaches. Such acknowledgement and inclusion of 
researcher background outlining awareness of values and potential vulnerabilities displays 
transparency in the reporting of the study and enhances the trustworthiness of the research 
(McGannon et al., 2019; Tracy, 2010). Therefore, it was important that I was reflective of 
my relationship and potential vulnerabilities throughout data collection. For example, when 
I was observing coaches and collecting field notes, it was important that I was critically 
forming my thoughts through a pedagogical lens and alert to subtle changes within the 
learning environment. To this end, I have attempted to be coherent and transparent in the 
reporting of methods and decisions made throughout this research process in order to 
enhance the trustworthiness of this study (Tracy, 2010). 
Member checking was also employed to enhance the trustworthiness of the data (Patton, 
2002). Specifically, following transcription of the interview data, coaches were emailed a 
copy of their transcript and asked if the transcript was consistent with their perceptions 
regarding information that was exchanged during the interview. There were no changes as a 
result of this process.  
Finally, triangulation which is the use of multiple observers, theories, methods, and/or data 
sources, was used (Denzin, 2017).  In this study, triangulation was achieved through three 
qualitative data-gathering techniques and two observers.  The use of multiple data gathering 
methods promotes rigour by helping to generate a more nuanced understanding of the 
subject matter (Tracy, 2010). 




7.3 Results and Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to investigate coaches’ perceptions on implementing a GBA 
coaching intervention. Three major themes were generated through analysis of the data: (1) 
GBA pedagogy, (2) player outcomes, and (3) coach education. The results and discussion 
relating to these themes are presented in the following section.  
  





Representation of themes and categories developed through data analysis process 
General dimension Higher order theme  Lower order theme 
GBA pedagogy Requires a significant 
shift in practice 
 
 Planning involves 
considering a myriad of 
components 
x Tactical themes 
x Tangible pathway for good 
planning 
 Design and implementing 
games 
x Designing purposeful games is a 
challenge 
x The role of theory and practice 
to develop game design and use 
 Sequence x Promotes scaffolding in coaches’ 
practice 
x Offers feedback loop to 
participants 
 Questioning x Coaches recognising the need to 
go beyond the surface 
x Mixed views on player huddles 
Player outcomes Player game performance x Improvement in player decision-
making and off-the-ball 
movement 
x Encouragement for coaches 
 Player autonomy x Player acculturation 
x Coach role in optimising 
conditions for player autonomy 
Coach education Mentoring x Reassurance 
x Feedback 
x Joint partnership 
x Inquiry based 
 Communities of practice x Whatsapp group 
x Interaction associated with 
effective planning and 
implementation 
 Challenges x Upskilling coaches 
x Feedback challenges 





7.3.1 GBA Pedagogy 
GBA pedagogy and specifically coaches’ transformation of their practice to satisfy 
benchmarks (Metzler, 2005; Turner & Martinek, 1999) represented a significant change to 
coaches’ practice. Unlike in previous research where coaches remarked on GBAs as 
“nothing new” or being similar to their already established “traditional” practice (Harvey et 
al., 2010), the coaches in this study acknowledged great change to their practice due to the 
adoption of GBA pedagogy: 
“So this would be a big leap to break a session down in that detail, to think about 
what you’re doing, to have your questions, to give the kids the actual ownership of 
the session when you’re questioning, that’s a lot to give away for somebody who 
was probably taught the way we were taught all the way back.” (Brian, interview) 
“I would have thought in the past [I was] using a lot of game-based principles just 
because I had a match in my training session, but what you learn very quickly is 
you’re only tipping the ice-berg.” (Mike, interview) 
These comments reinforce the notion that GBAs are complex and, when applied 
authentically, may represent a significant change for coaches (Cushion, 2013). Critically, it 
appeared that coaches demonstrated a willingness to let go of past methods and commit to 
change. Casey and Dyson (2009), suggest that a willingness to change is the critical 
underpinning that must be present if a coach or teacher is attempting to adopt a GBA, as the 
journey is replete with setbacks. It is worth noting that the coaches in this study initially 
approached the sports pedagogue in expressing an interest to learn more about GBAs. This 
active involvement and willingness by the coaches in initiating change may be an important 
condition for intervention success. In the study by Harvey et al. (2010) where coach 
commitment challenges were noted, it was the research team who initially contacted 
participants. In their study, the coach in question resisted engagement with the new GBA 
methods raising concerns around their willingness to commit to change in the first place. 
While not suggesting that all interventions must be initiated by the participant, the 
background to participants’ recruitment is an important factor to note in establishing 




participants’ dispositions and willingness to change. The willingness to change and 
enthusiasm demonstrated by the participants in relation to the GBA are important points to 
consider when interpreting the findings of this study.  
The area of “planning” emerges as a consistent theme in GBA intervention studies (Pill, 
2016; Thomas et al., 2013). Thorough planning is considered to be a necessary component 
for the effective implementation of a GBA (Kinnerk et al., 2018). GBAs require coaches to 
explicitly consider an extensive selection of pedagogical components when planning 
(Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Kirk, 2016; Light, 2004). The coaches 
remarked on planning as being a challenging process and represented a significant change 
to how coaches would have approached it previously:  
“Well, it just brought it to a new level for me, because I just hadn’t even thought 
about breaking down the different areas of the game…. it just kind of opened my 
eyes to the fact that this is quite a complex game for kids so you know the more 
planning I do for my sessions, it’s going to help them, you know? But I hadn’t 
thought about it that way, so it’s kind of mind blowing to see it evolve.” (Brian, 
interview) 
Specifically, the introduction to coaches that sessions would have tactical themes and 
accompanying tactical principles emerged as a thought provoking new concept: 
“There just has to be a point for everything now I think. If you’re coming out with 
something, the themes, ‘keeping possession’ – how do we do that and everything is 
geared towards that, whereas before – this is the session, we’ll go out, we’ll warm 
up, we’ll do a bit of kicking, another nice drill, a game, but what’s the actual point?” 
(Frank, interview) 
This passage provides an insight into “cafeteria” style approach coaches previously adopted 
when planning; that is dipping into various different coaching approaches and activity 
types, but ultimately lacking purpose and explicit common outcomes (Curtner-Smith, 
Hastie, & Kinchin, 2008). In contrast, the coaches’ reference that there “has to be a point 
for everything now” represents a shift to a CLT perspective, whereby coaches are 
demonstrating an understanding of the need to engage players in purposeful “strong” acts 




of construction (Windschitl, 2002). During “strong” acts of construction learners connect 
new information with existing ideas to form meaningful knowledge (Windschitl, 2002). 
The presence of tactical themes and principles provided coaches with a tangible road map 
from which they could ensure their players were engaged in purposeful tasks that afforded 
them opportunities to construct meaning and understand connections (Pill, 2014).  
Furthermore, the tactical themes and principles acted as benchmarks for coaches in terms of 
self-assessing the quality of the practice activities they designed, and their ability to align 
and address tasks to a set theme: 
“what’s involved in attacking play and what activities would complement that rather 
than just saying that’s a lovely drill. So that was the time consuming part of it, being 
authentic, being some bit outside the box, but at the same time making sure that it’s 
related to the theme, so say it was attacking play even the warm up, the session was 
very much linked back to the theme.” (Adam, interview)  
As well as aiding coaches’ design of coaching sessions, the coaches also felt that by 
creating such tactical concepts and dedicating extensive time to this, players’ overall 
understanding and game intelligence was being broadened. For example, the tactical theme 
of “keeping possession”, contained principles such as “recycle” and “clear lines of vision”. 
In developing such detailed definitions of tactical concepts, the coaches satisfied a critical 
part of GBAs in providing opportunities for players to develop greater understanding of all 
aspects of the game (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982; Light, 2013).   
The coaches’ comments reflect a commitment to the planning process. Pill (2016) 
highlighted the coach in his study experiencing significant challenges in the planning 
process with developing themes and aligning tasks with themes, to the extent that he 
abandoned this feature in his session plans. In another GBA intervention situated in a 
coaching setting, Harvey et al. (2010) noted how a lack of planning resulted in an 
ineffective implementation of GBA coaching methods consequently ensuing a negative 
experience for the participant coach. In contrast, while the coaches in this study reported 
some frustration at the duration needed to plan coaching sessions, they also attributed the 
success of sessions to high levels of planning facilitated by the systematic format of 
generating a theme and associated principles. Therefore, it can be seen that the coaches’ 




planning and implementation of GBA pedagogy was facilitated in being provided with 
clear benchmarks such as tactical themes, principles, and a session plan template. By 
explicitly engaging with these concepts within the planning process, they promoted 
coaches’ sense of pedagogical awareness and responsibility in relation to GBAs, ensuring 
that coaches’ sessions were aligned with GBA pedagogy (Light et al., 2015; Reid & 
Harvey, 2014). The time consuming nature and difficulty in planning experienced by these 
coaches corroborates previous GBA coach interventions (e.g., Harvey et al., 2010; Pill, 
2016; Thomas et al., 2013). These difficulties can be explained by coaches not being 
exposed to GBA planning previously, a notion further supported in reflective diaries and 
post intervention interviews where coaches noted becoming more “savy” at planning due to 
practice later in the season:  
“It can be challenging to think of games that focus on the exact aspect that we are 
concentrating on.” (Brian, reflective diary) 
“I think everybody should be able to do it [plan a GBA session] after a while, 
because like once you come up with some simple games first then all it is “how can 
I make that game simulate the theme that I want” and you put a time condition on it 
or it’s a dimension condition on it or it’s a possession condition on it, like that, it 
just requires a small bit of thinking about it, you know. And you will come up with 
something and if it doesn’t work you can tweak it. We just got better through 
practice at it, and learning from what worked and what didn’t. It’s trial and error 
like.”  (Frank, interview) 
At the crux of the planning difficulties, appears to be the switch from using predominantly 
training form activities and “borrowed” (taken from viewing other coaches) game-related 
activity to purposefully designed games aimed at exposing players to tactical themes and 
principles. Difficulties in game-related activity design have been a common issue reported 
in studies with coaches new to GBA pedagogy. Pill (2016) remarked on the coach in his 
study only truly becoming comfortable with activity design later in the season while 
Atkinson and Harvey (2017) reported that the coach in their study experienced competency 
in planning by the end of an 8-week intervention. However, unlike the current research and 
Pill (2016), the coach in Atkinson and Harvey’s (2017) study had previous experience of 




GBAs from undertaking an undergraduate course in physical education before engaging in 
the intervention. Therefore, it is likely that this previous undergraduate experience 
facilitated his progress thus supporting the notion that coaches require time in developing 
the expertise to modify practice types to achieve a desired outcome. Certainly, within the 
current study, coaches’ eventual perceptions of confidence and success in the area of 
activity design appear to be founded in sustained opportunities to practice planning. 
Additionally, these findings also raise concerns regarding the education coaches receive in 
how to plan sessions. Even in coach education settings where GBAs are prominent, the area 
of planning remains an uncultivated domain (Reid & Harvey, 2014; Roberts, 2011).  
Coaches reported experiencing greater success in their ability to design purposeful games, 
but they also demonstrated progression in their awareness and ability to modify games 
within sessions. An example of these developments was captured in the sports pedagogue’s 
field notes: 
The coaches are using a modified game which includes a condition that requires that 
the ball must be kicked (rather than carried) from one-half to the other. They are 
using this condition to promote the tactical principles of “depth”, “a target man” and 
“third man runner”. The condition to the game is causing players to make poor 
decisions with the requirement to kick-pass EVERY TIME the ball must be 
transferred across the halfway line resulting in a significant number of turnovers. 
Frank and Brian consult and recognise the issue. Following a water-break and 
discussion with the players, the coaches adapt the conditions of the game, they 
remove the requirement to kick-pass the ball every time at the halfway line, instead 
they include a scoring system of 3 points for every score that is achieved as a result 
of a kick-pass to the target man followed by a support runner. The coaches also 
introduce a neutral player to assist whatever team is in possession. The resulting 
two sets of the game represent a significant improvement. (sports pedagogue, field 
notes) 
Throughout the course of the season, coaches received coach education for game design in 
the form of the fundamental pedagogical principles and ED principles. In this example, we 
see coaches applying some of the key game design fundamentals in GBA pedagogy and 




ED. Specifically, by initially placing some deliberate constraints within their game design, 
coaches display an understanding of the GBA principle of exaggeration and ED principle 
of constrain to afford. Coaches’ understanding of such principles enable the coach to 
construct games that explicitly highlighted the desired outcome or pattern of play through 
deliberate manipulation of constraints (Pill, Price, & Magias, 2017). However, when 
applying these principles, the coach must be careful to not force the desired action towards 
a solution by over-constraining the environment (Renshaw & Chow, 2018). For example, in 
a study with youth soccer players, Serra-Olivares, Garcia-Lopez, and Calderón (2016) 
showed how a manipulation of constraints can negatively affect players’ decision-making 
in attacking play. As the season progressed, the coaches in the current study developed an 
awareness of when they over constrained a modified game and impeded player decision-
making along with inhibiting the emergence of adaptive behaviours (Renshaw et al., 2019). 
Moreover, the coaches developed an ability to manipulate practice activities and the 
example provided above shows an application of pedagogy in the form of a scoring system 
suggested in GBA literature (Holt et al., 2002) that coaches used to address problems (over 
constraining) in their game design. Therefore, coaches wishing to apply GBAs must be 
cognisant of these issues that may arise through the misuse of constraints and be prepared 
to adapt the activity design to overcome such challenges.  
Key components when applying games in GBA coaching sessions include demonstrating: 
firstly, an ability to recognise a problem; secondly, identifying a solution; and thirdly, 
implementing that solution. Cushion (2013) highlights that “limited knowledge constrains 
‘seeing’ and diminishes action” (p. 67) in coaches’ practice. Thus, it can be seen that the 
coaches’ exposure to GBA pedagogy provided them with the tools, to see, act and to fix a 
problem. Operationalising game-related activity in GBAs requires a host of knowledge 
regarding the pedagogical principles which may be provided by a combination of CLT and 
ED. However, the experiences of the coaches in this study suggest that these theoretical 
guidelines in games must be supplemented with sustained opportunities for coaches to 
assimilate such game design principles into their practice and to experience success and 
failure. Coaches’ efficacy in applying games was achieved in the latter weeks of the study, 
supporting previous studies (e.g., Pill, 2016; Thomas et al., 2013) that highlight coaches 




need extensive time to apply and develop strategies in game design and implementation, 
and equally players require sustained exposure to this type of coaching.  
The format of a GBA session is another pedagogical concept that was new to coaches. 
Coaches were positive regarding the outcomes that were achieved by positioning a game as 
the organising centre of the coaching session, among them being the explicit design focus 
that such ordering of practice activities promoted: 
 “So the sequence of the sessions we found very beneficial, you know the initial 
game and then repeating that at the end. That feedback without having to ask for 
feedback, you can visually see that yourself, but it also gives you a very clear 
pathway for your session in terms of you’re looking at the layering, so you have 
your initial game, your questioning, all that, you come up with your principles, but 
then your modified games start to amplify the principle side of things. So the 
sequence – you were initially exposed to a difficult challenge, then you’re pulling it 
back and building it back up again to be re-exposed to that challenge. That sequence 
for me was very logical.” (Mike, interview) 
The coaches’ engagement in guided thought around the sequence of the session reflects the 
coaches’ adoption of pedagogy in their practice, that is: “any conscious activity by one 
person designed to enhance learning in another” (Watkins & Mortimore, 1999, p. 3). 
Specifically, the sequence/initial game promoted the constructivist concept of “scaffolding” 
pedagogy within their practice. The coaches frame a problem (i.e., the initial game) to be 
solved and facilitate learners’ engagement in its possible solutions by “controlling those 
elements of the task that are initially beyond their capability, thus permitting them to 
concentrate upon and complete only those elements that are within their range of 
competence” (Wood et al., 1976, p. 89). In doing such a sequence, it promotes coaches’ 
critical thinking regarding the appropriateness of the game at that stage in the session for 
the developmental levels of the players, and thus whether a simpler game is required that 
“builds” players’ competency levels towards participating in more complex games. 
Coaches’ interaction with this thought process reflects engagement with what Van de Pol et 
al. (2010) outlines as being three features (contingency, fading, and transfer of 
responsibility) of scaffolding. That is, coaches were thinking about the varying degrees of 




support to offer the players, and the progressions/simplification required to assist players. 
Coach engagement regarding the sequential steps required to progress and match the 
developmental levels of a player is critical in sports coaching (Tan et al., 2012; Thomas & 
Wilson, 2014). Coaches’ conscious interaction with the sequence of the session and tasks 
appears to have facilitated and promoted an understanding for developing a logical pathway 
for players within each session. Interestingly, the coaches saw the GBA sequence as 
stimulating reflection and offering feedback to the players (“like not you telling them. 
They’re realising I need to do this” Frank, Interview). This was a point also noted within 
field note observations: 
The coaches’ third practice task has been really well positioned within the session. 
Players are experiencing difficulties within the task (beating a packed defence), but 
are coping well and using elements covered earlier in the session to help them find 
solutions. In their huddles, the forwards are referring back to the previous modified 
game where the focus was on “looped runs” and working the ball to the scoring 
zone. Another player refers to a condition the coaches used in the first game of 
“switching the play” and suggests his group should be trying to do this a bit more. 
They go back into game, there are still more failures than successes but signs of 
improvement and boys are trying to do the right thing. Players are coaching each 
other on the field shouting “get wide” and “switch it”. (sports pedagogue, field 
notes)   
From a CLT perspective, the trail provided by the coaches appears to have facilitated 
players to interpret and draw on their existing knowledge and experiences from playing in 
the previous tasks within the session in order to make sense of and construct knowledge 
within the current game (Light, 2013). The social processes of debating of ideas, collective 
formulation, evaluation and testing of ideas evident in the example also assisted the players 
in interpreting the learning experience by drawing on existing knowledge and their 
experiences from earlier within the session (Light & Kentel, 2015). These observations 
support the coaches’ perceptions and findings from Chapter 6 that the change in session 
sequencing was linked with improvements in players’ decision-making and a positive 
learning experience. However, this positive learning experience was predicated by the 




coaches’ careful construction of interrelated tasks which enabled players to make 
connections and experience success. High levels of expertise are required to construct a 
sequence of interrelated tasks that progresses the level of the learner and ensures that there 
is intent for learning rather than intent to merely provide activity (Rink, 2014). This level of 
expertise is reflective of a coach holding effective levels of pedagogical content knowledge 
(Shulman, 1987); that is a knowledge of how best to teach and structure the content. These 
levels of expertise were not evident within coaches’ sequencing in the first half of the 
season. However, Ward and Ayvaso (2016) suggest that pedagogical content knowledge 
can develop over time as a result of experiences with learners and through engagement with 
coach education. Therefore, it is likely that coaches’ engagement with the intervention and 
its accompanying coach education elements facilitated progress in this domain. For 
example, through the position of CLT within the intervention, coaches became aware of the 
need for engaging with players’ zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978); that is 
the zone between what can be achieved by the player alone and what he can achieve with 
assistance. Without this level of engagement in relation to players’ prior knowledge, the 
coaches were unlikely to construct a sequence to serve the player (Chang et al., 2020; Ward 
& Ayanzo, 2016). It is probable that through these experiences and education, coaches 
developed their pedagogical content knowledge to shift their practice from merely 
providing a series of activities within their session sequence to constructing a series of 
interrelated tasks which promoted player learning. 
The careful sequencing and linking of related concepts from task to task marks a significant 
departure from the findings reported in earlier chapters of this thesis (Chapter 4 & 5) where 
coaches gave little consideration to this process. Indeed, for the coaches in this study, not 
only was the sequence effective in providing a framework for the organisation of learning 
within the session, it was associated with deeply challenging their own previously 
unquestioned norm and positively impacting player motivation: 
“Ya and again something totally alien to what we were taught, to how we were 
trained you know. Rarely play a game, you might play a game for 15 minutes at the 
end or something like that where it was all kind of drills. You didn’t even realise at 
the time that you were just being conditioned to do drills, it’s only when you look 




back and see what you were doing that you’re like ‘oh right’. They love that 
because all they want to do is play games, playing the game and off you go.” 
(Frank, interview) 
“They love that I think. Just kind of getting into it. There is no messing about, you 
know and it really gets them focused at the start of the session. I think they’re kind 
of straight into a game, it’s very good. It’s brilliant, because they’re kind of 
expecting that kind of lull after the warm up. No, come on, straight into it and 
you’re going.” (Brian, interview) 
The examples highlight the strong historical influence of the traditional/behaviourist 
sequence for learning that both coaches and players had become accustomed to. The 
transformation to the new GBA sequence was seen as effective in motivating players and 
engaging them early within the session. In line with Gray et al. (2009), the employment of 
games from an early part within sessions initiated player task focus thereby ensuring 
players remained motivated and interested throughout the session. An explanation for how 
the early introduction of games can positively impact the player in the affective domain 
may be described through CLT. In contrast to starting a session through drills where 
movement and thought is prescribed, games place the control with the players. Starting 
with games provides players with the opportunity to take responsibility for their own 
learning as active learners (Light et al., 2014). 
Questioning is an integral part of a GBA, and the benefits in employing questions have 
received strong support with the potential to positively influence player learning (Chambers 
& Vickers, 2006). However, research has consistently identified “instruction” as the most 
frequent behaviour applied by coaches in invasion games (e.g., Ford et al., 2010; O’Connor 
et al., 2018; Partington & Cushion, 2013). The coaches’ reflecting on their practice prior to 
the intervention support this notion, but their exposure to GBA pedagogy produced a new 
perspective on coach-player dialogue and the transfer of knowledge:  
 “Oh ya, I would have told kids beforehand, “now you need to support the runner or 
you need to keep width”, you know you tell them these things as opposed… to 
coming up with questions that will elicit answers you’re looking for is definitely a 
challenge like.” (Frank, interview) 




The coaches’ recognition of the benefits in applying questioning as described reflect 
coaches’ willingness to develop players cognitively as “thinking players” around tactical 
concepts (Pill, 2015). The understanding of the coaches to stimulate the players on a 
cognitive level is commensurate with the CLT perspective of actively engaging the player 
in the learning process (Light et al., 2014). However, Frank alluding to developing 
questions which will “elicit the answers you’re looking for”, represents a narrow 
appreciation for the potential of questioning and is in conflict with CLT perspectives that 
learning should be interpretative. This example highlights that while coaches’ instructional 
behaviours had evolved from a reliance on direct instruction to utilising questioning, not all 
coaches had progressed to sophisticated applications of questioning.  
In line with previous studies (Harvey et al., 2010; O’Connor et al., 2018; Roberts, 2011), 
the coaches experienced numerous challenges when attempting to integrate questioning into 
their practice:  
“One thing I noticed was that during questioning we were getting the same 
soundbites all the time i.e., communication, recycle etc. While that’s good I want 
their opinion on what’s going on in the game, more than just words thrown out 
because they know they’re right.” (Brian, reflective diary) 
The issue described by Brian and reported by other coaches in the earlier part of the 
intervention relate to lower order (closed) style questions that typically limit the capacity 
for players to expand and engage in deep critical thinking (Harvey & Light, 2015; Oslin & 
Mitchell, 2006). This use of lower order questions was a problem also noted by Cope et al. 
(2016) in their investigation of youth academy football coaches. However, unlike the 
coaches in Cope et al. (2016), Brian recognised the need for questions to promote critical 
thinking and go beyond immediate responses. By applying questions in this way, the coach 
facilitates players to engage in interpretative thought which is deemed as one of the three 
critical forms of learning within CLT (Light, 2008). The evolution of coaches’ use of 
questioning was clear to see in their reflective diary entries, with four of the five coaches’ 
sustained application of questioning leading to more nuanced avenues of use. For example, 
coaches highlighted using specific moments as reference points for questioning as 
particularly useful for impacting player decision-making. Coaches identified spending 




greater time thinking about how to translate aspects related to the theme and tactical 
principles to generate questions that were “more specific”. Coaches’ pre-planning of 
questions was a critical process for coaches’ application of questioning on the training 
ground. The tactical principles provided a guide for coaches to plan questions, as well as 
the constraints that coaches used in games. This is a firm signpost for coaches who wish to 
apply GBAs within their coaching practice. 
Although coaches’ use of questioning took place in a variety of forums, it was the 
questioning in smaller groups from which coaches felt they got the greatest return: “I found 
they were more likely to speak out in their sub-groups rather than when standing in the 
circle of the whole group. Better de-brief can be achieved through smaller groups as it is 
less daunting for players to speak out” (Adam, reflective diary). Related to this, coaches 
also facilitated periods where players were provided opportunities to debate and discuss 
ideas with minimal coach input, referred to in this study as “player huddles”. There were 
mixed views among the U14 coaches regarding the efficacy of providing such periods to 
players. Mike and John reported limited learning outcomes citing that players were 
“probably too young” to lead such discussions. The U15 coaches experienced greater 
success and articulated adopting what the coaching research literature describes as a 
facilitator role (Harvey & Light, 2015). Here, the role of the facilitator is to help “shape” 
the discussion using prompts, giving subtle direction and nominating leaders within the 
group if needs be (Harvey & Light, 2015; Light & Harvey, 2015):   
“It took practice, for them and for us, but with them you had to nearly plant a leader, 
so we had X Y Z particular players at the start anyway would be strong voices 
within their groups, so you’d use them at the start, so “Frank can you lead that 
group?” and then you go over and lead the other group, but you monitor it, are they 
actually talking because sometimes the head’s down, just to encourage them to talk, 
but if they weren’t then you might dip your head in and plant a question or give 
them a focus for discussion, rather than just say “what did ye think about that” and 
then leaving them, because that won’t work.” (Adam, interview) 
The success experienced by the U15 coaches in this regard can be explained in providing 
guided discovery (Pill, 2015) and structuring the players’ learning (Cushion, 2013). The 




coaches in providing timely prompts ensure that they are not placing too much faith in 
players to construct their own learning. Moreover, it is worth noting that the three coaches 
overseeing the U15 squad were all teachers (see Table 7.1). Therefore, it is possible that 
pedagogical skills of facilitating groups that these teachers likely engage in on a weekly 
basis supported their approach on the coaching ground (Gould, Collins, Lauer, & Chung, 
2007). In contrast, the U14 coaches are unlikely to have had meaningful previous 
experience in questioning and facilitating group discussions. This would corroborate 
discussions earlier mooted in Chapter 5 that the inherent pedagogical strategies required of 
teachers within their school settings are of considerable support, particularly in the area of 
questioning and facilitating, when coaching. Notwithstanding these considerable 
pedagogical advantages presented from their professions as teachers, intervention was still 
required for these participants to apply that knowledge and skills within this new domain. 
Therefore, coach educators cannot assume transfer from one domain to another. Explicit 
intervention is required to ensure skills developed in one domain are adapted to and applied 
within a new domain.  
7.3.2 Player Outcomes 
The encouragement for coaches in applying GBA pedagogy such as questioning and 
purposeful game activity design was reinforced by the positive improvements coaches 
observed in their players’ performance. The impact of employing such thought and purpose 
in relation to activity design, questioning, and group discussion delivered a number of 
positive outcomes according to the coaches: 
“it was just the decision-making, but they were able to. Like we had an issue 
kicking in the ball, they were able to transition and run it through the hands, they 
had no issue changing to that style. You could see that they were building out the 
ball well from the back. They were recycling across. They were actually doing 
things that we talked about. The major players on the team were actually taking 
ownership of and they were calling out guys “no you gotta do this, you gotta recycle 
the ball when it’s in the corner”, and when you hear them saying stuff like that well 
at least they’ve been listening. At least we’re getting across, even if they’re not 




doing it, at least they’re talking about it, that it’s being talked about on the pitch you 
know. That is extremely satisfying.” (Brian, interview) 
Pill (2015) highlights that coaches experiencing such positive outcomes in players is 
important for coaches to sustain their commitment to GBA practice. A reason for this is that 
coaches tend to be judged on results (Light & Evans, 2010; McLean & Mallett, 2012). 
Therefore, it is motivating for both coaches and players to see positive results in 
performance related matters as it reinforces that what the coaches are doing is working 
(Pill, 2015).  
Coaches felt the GBA sessions were particularly effective for developing players’ off-the-
ball movement and decision-making, and identified this as an area of significant 
improvement throughout the season:  
“towards the end of the season we just noticed in training and in games a lot more 
where they’re just naturally doing it and you have scenarios where the full forward 
or the corner forward are there. They’re calling each other in. They’re getting their 
shape right, the ball is at the other end of the field and that’s quite a development 
when you’re talking about 14 year olds. The corner forward isn’t just standing out 
in front of his man, that they’re actually thinking about getting a shape in place.” 
(Mike, interview) 
Coaches credited such improvements to the GBA pedagogy they were applying. Coaches’ 
perceptions in the current study are aligned with those of coaches in other GBA studies 
who claimed to see improvements in their players’ performance as a result of GBA 
methods (Evans & Light, 2007; Thomas et al., 2013).  
Another significant player outcome that coaches reported occurring as a result of applying 
GBA pedagogy was the evolution in player involvement and players’ willingness to lead 
discussions. Coach Brian exemplified this point well:  
“The modified games were more situational than game-based where we created 
attacking and defensive scenarios. We then played out those scenarios and I felt the 
boys were not only better at responding to questions, but also asking about other 
scenarios as well. This is new.” (Brian, reflective diary)  




A GBA is considered to be player centred when the environment created provides 
opportunities for players to be active members in their learning (Croad & Vinson, 2018; 
Kidman, 2005; Light & Harvey, 2015). In coming forward with ideas as described above, 
the players satisfy what Light (2013) outlines as one of the key features of a GBA: coaches 
providing a supportive socio-moral environment for players to feel confident in coming 
forward with their own ideas. The culture and atmosphere of GBA sessions are different to 
traditional coaching sessions (Cushion, 2013; Light, 2013). There is a more equal 
relationship where the coach and players are seen as co-participants in the learning (Davis 
& Sumara, 1997). The examples provided by coaches in the latter weeks of the 
intervention, of players willingly and frequently coming forward with ideas, is a significant 
player outcome. This outcome is testament and validation to the player centred pedagogy 
employed by the coaches. As players adapt to GBAs, they take on more autonomy and 
ownership which is an important and positive learning experience (Light & Harvey, 2015). 
From a CLT perspective, the important point here was the understanding of the coach for 
the need to step back to ensure learning is active (Light et al., 2014). When players’ 
learning is situated in the active domain, they take on more responsibility and guide their 
own learning rather than being dependent on the coach (Vinson et al., 2017). In line with 
Light (2013), this took time. An explanation for the time taken for this player outcome to be 
achieved may lie in players acculturating to such an environment. Corroborating other 
research (See chapter 5; MacPhail, Kirk, & Griffin, 2008; Metzler, 2005; Thomas et al., 
2013), players are used to being coached through traditional approaches, thus, resulting in 
slow progress when exposed to new player centred strategies.  
Creating a culture where players are expected to take a more active role within the coaching 
session involves a significant shift in role for the coach, where the coach is prepared to step 
back. The coaches witnessing of such positive personal and social development in their 
players fostered an acceptance and understanding for the need of relinquishing control and 
adopting the role of facilitator and observer: 
“There was times this year where the game was going wrong or things weren’t 
working and you just kind of left it go for another few minutes to see what would 
happen and you know at times players fixed it or improved it without any 




instruction, and that can be quite difficult to say nothing and things are obviously 
going wrong or players are quiet – you know sometimes you just feel like you need 
to keep coaching the whole time. So the biggest change for me would have been 
staying quiet, allowing it to develop for another couple of minutes and in that time 
process then, just seeing if there’s any improvement and also thinking about some 
questions to maybe get to the route of the issues.” (Mike, interview) 
The difficulty in adjusting to such a role in coaching settings cannot be understated. 
O’Connor et al. (2017) reported that coaches tend to provide direct instructions at high 
frequency during game-based activities, suggesting over-coaching. Over-coaching may 
contribute to a reduction in performance levels under pressure and lower retention of skills 
(O’Connor et al., 2017; Smeeton, Williams, Hodges, & Ward, 2005). Thus, if coaches’ 
practice is largely informed by experience and how they were used to being coached 
(Cushion, 2013; Trudel & Gilbert, 2006), such acculturation constraints highlight a 
potential challenge for coaches attempting to shift their practice. For coaches who attempt 
to make the shift, it is important to accept the sometimes “chaotic” environment that can 
ensue (Chow, 2013) but achieve (an awareness of the optimum) balance in the degrees of 
freedom afforded to players (Langdon, Schlote, Harris, Burdette, & Rothberger, 2015). The 
coaches’ reports from this study suggest that witnessing the development in their players 
provides particularly powerful encouragement to coaches’ commitment to this path.  
7.3.3 Coach Education 
CAR and specifically the inclusion of a sports pedagogue was a distinguishing feature of 
this study. Coaches reported favourably regarding the mentorship provided on a constant 
basis throughout the season. These results support previous studies where CAR was 
employed to help coaches attempting to implement GBA pedagogy (Atkinson & Harvey, 
2017; Evans & Light, 2007; Pill, 2016b). In particular, coaches noted the presence of the 
sports pedagogue at each session as helpful. The following extract reveals a number of 
aspects which the sports pedagogue facilitated from the coaches’ perspective: 
“I mean I might have been fixated on the dimensions of a pitch whereas one of the 
best things I got from you was just make it a score. I never thought of that you 




know? Ahm game design, floaters, things like that and you don’t tell me, you just 
suggest like and I thought more about it because I was talking to you about it. And 
it was very important to me to get your approval on what we were doing. I know 
how good you are, so if you’re saying the sessions are good that’s good enough for 
me, because I don’t know of anyone else who would have your work credentials in 
designing sessions and thinking about sessions as much as you have in the past. So 
it was important and I think it’s good to get reassurance. Just to get those pointers 
on things like, it doesn’t have to be this way, you can just make it scores or you can 
just change the dimensions of that or maybe introduce a floater or little things like 
that will make you think about that for the next game you know, so small little 
pointers and they all add up then to give you a bigger, broad picture of games you 
can play.” (Frank, interview) 
A key item emerging from this example and other coaches was the critical feedback and 
reassurance provided by the sports pedagogue. Coach education programmes often 
introduce coaches to concepts which coaches are then expected to implement without 
feedback/observation regarding the quality of their delivery on new aspects (Cassidy & 
Rossi, 2006; Jones, Armour, & Potrac, 2004; Jones & Wallace, 2005). The findings in the 
current study support those of Thomas et al. (2013) who suggest that a significant element 
for coaches employing GBA methods for the first time is the chance to be observed and 
receive reassurance regarding their implementation of such methods. In contrast to the 
current research, the sports pedagogue in Pill’s (2016) study was only present once a month 
to observe training and discuss the intervention. Thus, it is possible that the difficulties 
experienced by the participant coach in his study in the area of session design may have 
been reduced with greater frequency in observations and reassurance from the sports 
pedagogue. This reassurance is critical as the GBA environment can often reflect one of 
chaos (Chow, 2013; Cope et al., 2016; Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Light, 
2005) and thus coaches need reassurance (that such occurrences are normal) to sustain 
involvement. The position of the sports pedagogue as a respected member in the coaches’ 
eyes and his positive relationship with the coaches emerges as a facilitative to coach 
development. Coach mentoring studies identify the chemistry that exists between mentor 
and mentee as being critical to the success of coaches’ undertaking of new methods (Jones, 




Harris, & Miles, 2009), especially in novice coaches who are particularly receptive to 
coaches they deem to be experienced and respect (Bloom, Durand-Bush, Schinke, & 
Salmela, 1998). Thus, coach education programmes and mentorship programmes (informal 
and formal) need to strive to ensure that optimising the relationship between mentor and 
mentee is a priority.  
Another integral dynamic of any mentoring/coach education programme is its hierarchical 
nature (Bowman, Kite, Branscombe, & Williams, 1999). CAR is built on the premise that 
the sports pedagogue and participant coach operate in a joint partnership, where power is 
not exerted over the other but rather collaboration and shared ideas (Evans & Light, 2007). 
This sense of collaboration and joint partnership between coach and sports pedagogue was 
acknowledged by the coaches: “I would have actually chatted to you during the session and 
we would have discussed one or two things and we would have implemented them. But it 
was always collaborative, we’d come up with it together and it worked very well” (Mike, 
interview). The sports pedagogue and participant coaches’ relationship adheres to what 
Young, Bullough, Draper, Smith, and Erickson (2005) describe as interactive mentors who 
will seek parity with their protégés (Awaya et al., 2003) and is characterised by open 
conversation on issues of mutual concern with the mentor acting as a trusted advisor, 
colleague, and friend (Jones et al., 2009). Moreover, the sports pedagogue in adopting such 
an inquiry based approach of “asking rather than telling” promotes reflection in the coach 
(Mesquita et al., 2014). Reflection is seen as a critical and necessary process for the 
integration of pedagogy into coaches’ practice (Jones et al., 2012). Through informal 
interactions with the sports pedagogue and interactions with other coaches, along with 
coaches’ weekly diary entry, reflection was promoted within the study: 
“I just reflected more about what worked and what didn’t work in the session and 
the questions you know? Definitely, because I do think at times I led still, like old 
habits, instead of letting them lead the questions so you definitely think far more on 
what worked and what didn’t work.” (Frank, interview) 
For coaches to recognise and challenge their deeply embedded beliefs and behaviours, 
continuous reflection is required (Thompson & Pascal, 2012). Evidently, there were times 
throughout the intervention where the coaches slipped into “old habits” and determined 




player’s learning. However, the coaches were quick to display an awareness of their 
learning from CLT and the need to reposition their role and afford players the opportunity 
to interpret and make decisions independently of the coach (Light, 2013; Light et al., 2014). 
The coaches’ awareness and understanding of benchmarks and GBA theory facilitated an 
informed reflection thus reinforcing constructivist theory rather than their previous beliefs 
(Partington et al., 2015).  
A unique feature of this study was the collaboration that existed amongst coaches. In 
contrast to previous CAR studies in GBA settings (Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Evans & 
Light, 2007; Pill, 2016), this research contained more than one coach with each squad and 
therefore opportunities to develop communities of practice within such a structure. 
Communities of practice are based on the assumption that engagement in social practice is 
the fundamental process through which learning occurs (Culver & Trudel, 2008; Wenger, 
1998). Coaches remarked on the culture created within their communities of practice as 
being one of consistent dialogue around practice activity design, tactical concepts, 
questioning and feedback. In particular, the study tapped into contemporary social media in 
the form of Whatsapp groups to facilitate such levels of communication between 
management teams. In addition, the sports pedagogue would occasionally interject with 
observation and questions to stir further debate:  
“So we were literally on the WhatsApp group, I was like “lads next week we’re 
working on ‘possession’ or ‘defending the scoring zone’ or whatever”. And then the 
lads were able to throw things in nice and quick, it got a discussion going about 
principles and developing game ideas, and session plans were drawn up from that. It 
worked really well, you were learning all the time from it too, and everyone had an 
input into that.” (John, interview) 
“This week, Brian and Frank led the planning process of the games, although it was 
very much collaborative with all of us exchanging ideas throughout the week before 
the lads finalising. I contributed to creating appropriate questions for the session. 
The coaches WhatsApp group facilitated this process efficiently.” (Adam, reflective 
diary) 




The processes of engagement and collaboration described by the coaches within their 
respective groups reflect what Wenger (2010) refers to as strong “practice” within their 
community; that is, where participants develop a shared repertoire of resources such as 
experiences, stories, tools, and ways of addressing problems. Evident throughout the 
intervention, particularly in the planning of sessions, was the genuine sharing of 
experiences and knowledge as coaches collaborated towards a shared goal. In education 
and coach education, research advocates that educators/coaches engage in communities of 
practice to foster coach/teacher change and development by establishing groups that discuss 
experiences, challenges, and solutions about coaching/teaching and learning (Cordingley, 
2015; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Luguetti, Aranda, Nuñez Enriquez, & Oliver, 2018; Vetter, 
2012). Communities of practice create opportunities for meaningful, worthwhile and 
frequent discussions between coaches, which in turn facilitates the development of their 
own and other coaches’ pedagogy (Goodyear & Casey, 2015; Parker, Patton, Madden, & 
Sinclair, 2010). The community of practice for these coaches was bolstered by the presence 
of a genuine shared “domain”, that is; what initially motivated the coaches to become 
members within the community (Wenger, 2010). By the coaches initiating the research and 
demonstrating a willingness to change, they ensure that the “domain” is solid which is 
essential for the sustainability of the community of practice (Farnsworth, Kleanthous, & 
Wenger-Trayner, 2016).   
The coaches in the present study seemingly satisfy one of the key conditions for an 
effective community of practice in the frequency of their discussions (Wenger, McDermott, 
& Snyder, 2002). The coaches naturally meet for a coaching session on a weekly basis, but 
this was supplemented through their interactions on the messenger app which facilitated 
frequent discussions. Koh, Camiré, Bloom, and Wang (2017) also reported positive 
findings when using a messenger app to keep participant coaches and teachers connected in 
an intervention based study. Other research in sports coaching education used a similar 
online messenger technology to successfully develop communities of practice amongst a 
cohort of undergraduate students (Stoszkowski & Collins, 2015; Stoszkowski, Collins, & 
Olsson, 2015). Unlike these studies, the current research provides evidence of a community 
of practice effectiveness within a management team (as opposed to a collection of coaches 
from different teams). Consequently, the interaction and engagement is likely to take place 




at a more genuine level with coaches not concerned or threatened by sharing ideas with 
coaches potentially in competition (Culver & Trudel, 2006). Despite the reported 
effectiveness of communities of practice, uptake is generally poor and underdeveloped in 
coaching and physical education settings (Goodyear & Casey, 2015; Harvey & Jarrett, 
2014). The appreciation for functional communities of practice within this study was 
highlighted in the rare instances reported by coaches of a lapse in interaction between their 
fellow coaches: “Coach interaction was not at required levels this week, therefore the 
questions were under-prepared and the players took some time to understand the concept 
and principles” (Mike, reflective diary). The use of modern communication applications 
supplemented with some guidance and structure (e.g., a mentor to stimulate discussions) 
may facilitate the adoption and effectiveness of communities of practice within coaching 
settings.   
The mentorship provided by the sports pedagogue was not without its failings and 
challenges. The sports pedagogue was not able to resolve all issues coaches experienced, 
even with immediate and direct interventions. For example, not all coaches demonstrated 
development in their employment of questioning. Coach John, while acknowledging in 
reflective diary entries that he was struggling to apply questions, subsequently remarked on 
improvement and proficiency in this area. Sports pedagogue field notes stated otherwise at 
an advanced stage in the study: 
Mike and John have taken a team each to apply questioning following a modified 
game. Mike’s questioning is targeting player’s understanding of the need for 
support play and how the conditions in the game and patterns of play may facilitate 
this. The questions are higher order with opportunities for players to expand on an 
idea. John’s line of questioning is too broad, he opens with a question “what did ye 
think of that lads”, players respond with a chorus of one or two word answers. His 
next question is leading, “do ye not think we could have….”. In the next break, he 
asks a better opening question following a prompt from me (sports pedagogue), 
however, he provides little time for the players to answer and instead ends up giving 
the answer he wants to hear. (sports pedagogue, field notes) 




The coach in question could be seen as simply asking questions to satisfy GBA 
benchmarks, but asking of questions will not necessarily assist in the implementation of 
GBAs unless the questions stimulate thinking and social interaction from which learning 
emerges (Cazden, 2001; Harvey & Light, 2015). Social constructivism, the dominant 
theory explaining effective questioning, highlights the social interaction required for 
questioning to be effective; the coach by answering his own questions limits opportunities 
present for interaction to take place amongst players in debate and discussion. Pill (2016) 
also reported difficulties with the coach in his study struggling to amend his questioning 
skills despite the assistance of a sports pedagogue. These findings support previous 
research, which show that even in cases where coaches are committed to attempting change 
in their practice, for some coaches this may prove difficult and change may only appear at 
“surface level” (Cope et al., 2016; Stodter & Cushion, 2014).   
Another issue that arose in the study related to the consequences of the sports pedagogue’s 
feedback on coaches’ practice. In week one of the intervention, both sets of coaches 
oversubscribed to the application of questioning resulting in an excessive amount of 
inactivity for players (see Figures 6.6 & 6.7; 62% inactive time for U15 squad). 
Consequently, the sports pedagogue’s feedback to coaches following these sessions 
contained comments regarding amending this imbalance for future sessions. However, this 
intervention by the sports pedagogue resulted in two coaches obsessing about inactivity 
time, sometimes to the detriment of their practice: “And I remember telling you afterwards, 
ya when you told me about the game time [activity] I was like that put me under pressure. 
Do you remember that session?” (Frank, interview). This example highlights the initial 
challenge coaches face when attempting to transform their practice. However, it also 
supports previous research which notes coaches experiencing difficulty in receiving 
feedback, even if that feedback positively effects their practice (Jenkins, 2018; Nash, 
Sproule, & Horton, 2017). Coaches typically don’t receive feedback and as a result may 
struggle when incorporating to their practice (Knowles, Tyler, Gilbourne, & Eubank, 2006; 
Wrisberg, 2007). In the context of the current research, the sports pedagogue was not aware 
of the effect on how one piece of feedback consumed the thoughts of some coaches. 
However, feedback is critical and as long as it is attached with reason can positively impact 
a coach’s performance (Nash et al., 2017). 





The following limitations are recognised and presented in an effort to assist future GBA 
research studies. Firstly, the research study was carried out over one season. Follow-up 
interviews and observations across multiple seasons would provide information regarding 
maintenance of GBA coaching methods resulting from the intervention. The sports 
pedagogue was present for each coaching session to offer feedback and guide coaches 
when necessary. As detailed in method sections within Chapters 6 and 7 (sections 6.2.4.1 
and 7.2.2), coaches received mentoring and feedback on a continuous basis through weekly 
conversations, reflective diary feedback, pre- and post-session reviews, and within session 
guidance (if they deemed it necessary). While coaches’ requirement for feedback lessened 
as the season progressed, it was still available if needed. Consequently, a follow up should 
focus on investigating coaches’ maintenance of GBA methods when not supported by a 
sports pedagogue. Secondly, the coaches recruited for this study were purposefully sampled 
because they expressed great enthusiasm for learning the new approach. The enthusiasm 
and characteristics of the coaching sample may not be representative of the general Gaelic 
football coaching population and their receptiveness to undertaking GBA coaching 
methods. Thirdly, systematic observation that records the type and frequency of specific 
coaching behaviours (e.g., questioning, praise, instruct) was not applied in this study. 
Implementing detailed systematic observation such as the CAIS at pre and post intervention 
would deliver a more definitive conclusion of the intervention effects on coaches’ 
behaviours.  
7.4 Conclusion 
The study findings revealed coaches viewing the integration of GBA pedagogy into their 
practice as a great transformation from their previous coaching practice.  One area of 
significant change related to the area of planning, where the coach had to consider a myriad 
of pedagogical elements when planning a GBA practice session resulting in a much greater 
time demand than their pre-intervention planning process. However, the requirement for 
coaches to align their planning with such pedagogy like tactical themes and game design 
theory provided coaches with a tangible roadmap to effectively plan and implement their 
practice sessions. The new session sequence promoted scaffolding in coaches’ practice and 




was well received by coaches as they saw this as creating a “feedback loop” for players. 
Coaches displayed and reported relative competency in a number of pedagogical tenets. 
The coach receiving opportunities and sustained practice in employing GBA methods under 
the supervision of a pedagogue was critical to their developing competency. Coaches’ 
sustained practice and commitment to pedagogy was assisted by improvements coaches 
reported in players’ game performance and social development. However, not all elements 
of GBAs were successfully implemented: support for player-led huddles as a learning 
platform within coaching session was equivocal, with one set of coaches seeing this method 
as ineffective.  
The coaches in the study demonstrated a thorough commitment to the research study and it 
was clear that many aspects of GBA pedagogy had been accepted and established in their 
practice by the end of the intervention. Coach adherence and sustainment with GBA 
methods is a significant finding in this research programme which has a number of 
implications for coach education programmes going forward. Specifically, the research 
provides strong support for CAR and the role of a sports pedagogue or mentor. 
Additionally, the current study’s unique structure of multiple coaches within a coaching 
team provides support for communities of practice as an agent to enhance coach 
development and offers a contemporary template for its application. With GBAs and other 
associated game-based coaching methods increasingly described as complex, the current 
study offers a framework and explicates mentoring strategies which may facilitate new 
coaches’ adoption of such methods. However, mentors who possess the pedagogical 
expertise and ability to forge relationships with coaches are critical features to the process.  




Chapter 8 – Overall Thesis Discussion, Implications, Future Directions 
and Conclusion 
  




8.1 Introduction  
This programme of research had two broad aims: 1) to explore and describe current 
pedagogical practice in an inter-county Gaelic football context, and 2) to examine the 
effects of a game-based approach intervention in an inter-county Gaelic football context. 
Accordingly, this PhD programme was organised into two distinct phases. Phase one 
specifically addressed the first research aim in Chapters 4 and 5, while phase two addressed 
the second research aim in Chapters 6 and 7. This final discussion chapter will consider the 
principle themes that have emerged from this programme of research: 1) planning, 2) 
sequencing of practice activities, 3) the use of games, 4) GBAs in coaching - a pipe dream 
or a reality, and 5) player centred. Following this, the implications for practitioners, coach 
education, and policy makers, resulting from this programme of research are outlined. 
Finally, conclusions as well as future research directions are summarised.   
8.2 Discussion 
8.2.1 Planning 
In summarising the research conducted on GBAs in coaching settings, the literature review 
established that thorough planning is critical for successful application of a GBA. The 
current research extends our understanding of the planning process by offering greater 
detail on the processes, challenges and facilitative factors faced by coaches. Engagement in 
detailed planning is not an exclusive strategy licenced to any specific coaching pedagogy. 
Indeed, the study findings in Chapter 5 show that high performing coaches, although not 
aligned with GBA pedagogy, place significant weight on planning within their coaching 
practice. These findings support a great body of research explicating the importance 
coaches attach to the planning process (e.g., Elliott & McCullick, 2018; Lara-Bercial & 
Mallett, 2016; Schempp & McCullick, 2010; Wang & Straub, 2012) However, this PhD 
programme further noted that the planning when adopting a GBA requires the coach to 
consider a myriad of additional factors compared to coaches not basing their practice on 
pedagogy. The contrast here appears to lie in the GBA coach holding a greater explicit 
awareness of pedagogical concepts (e.g., scaffolding, modification representation) and an 
awareness of benchmarks (Cushion, 2013). Therefore, the careful construction of a practice 




session in satisfying such pedagogical guidance is potentially a more complex process for 
the GBA coach than the coach who is basing their planning off intuition and not holding 
their practice accountable to any pedagogical guidelines. Moreover, the GBA coach should 
hold knowledge of an appropriate theory such as CLT to inform their planning decisions. In 
this way, the GBA coach is prepared to design plans based on intelligent and reasoned 
strategy selection whilst holding a reliable source on predicting how their plans are likely to 
impact their players (Abraham & Collins, 2011; Ertmer & Newby, 2013). Consequently, 
the transition for a coach from planning based largely on experience to one that is 
theoretically and pedagogically informed can present significant challenges (e.g., designing 
purposeful games, strategically sequencing tasks, significant increase in time spent 
planning). The current PhD programme is consistent with previous studies noting coaches 
experiencing planning as a difficult process due to more concentration and a greater 
pedagogical responsibility (Light, 2004; Harvey et al., 2013). However, should the coach 
persevere with this systematic pedagogical checklist planning process, they are likely to 
experience success in the delivery of practice sessions, consequently positively impacting 
player learning. The current research highlights a number of ways in which a coach 
developer may assist the coach to persevere such as: providing pre-session and on-site 
feedback and assurance; opportunities to plan and implement sessions; and a context-
specific pedagogical information pack. 
8.2.2 Sequence 
GBA pedagogy promotes a session sequence that begins with an initial game to establish 
context for players and to assess players’ competencies (Metzler, 2005). This pedagogical 
feature of sequencing received extensive investigation throughout this PhD programme. 
Prior to this research, only one study explicitly documented coaches’ sequencing of 
practice activities (O’Connor et al., 2018), while little discussion has featured in coaching 
studies overall regarding the application of this benchmark and its pedagogical merits. 
Succinctly, this programme of research revealed that sequencing is not an explicit 
pedagogical process coaches engage in, but as the findings from the intervention revealed, 
it is a consideration that promotes coach engagement with scaffolding-related concepts 
such as tactical complexity and task simplification. In other words, coaches’ explicit 




engagement with sequencing could be seen as facilitating their understanding of ways to 
successfully engineer player learning (Jones & Thomas, 2015). Previous GBA intervention 
studies within coaching have not explicated the potential merits of employing sequencing 
as a scaffolding tool. Abraham and Collins (2011) highlight that given the complexity 
within coaching, research needs to provide coaches with a “structure” to scaffold their 
approach. To this end, the findings from the current research may be emphasised to 
facilitate coaches’ engagement with this pedagogical aspect.  
Another key outcome emerging from this research is the potential of sequencing to impact 
on players. Data gathered from the intervention suggests that the requirement for coaches to 
link all practice activities within a session to a common theme and set of principles 
promoted player engagement in reflection. Specifically, data highlighted players engaged in 
making connections between tasks to establish meaning and construct new knowledge. This 
process can be explained by CLT, where the purposeful sequences stimulated players to be 
actively involved in interpreting and making sense of their experiences from previous 
games and the overall sequence of related tasks within the session (Light, 2013). The 
potential for players to experience learning within sequencing is predicated on the coaches’ 
ability to carefully construct a meaningful sequence (Rink, 2014). This expertise was not 
present throughout the initial stages of the season, therefore, it is likely that coaches 
experienced pedagogical content knowledge development (Shulman, 1987) throughout the 
season. This development of pedagogical content knowledge enabled them to shift their 
practice from merely providing activity for the player, to carefully constructing relational 
tasks intended to accelerate learning. This process can be aided by the coach carefully 
considering players’ prior knowledge and zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). 
In this way the standard GBA sequence of whole-part-whole can be contextualised to meet 
the needs of the learner, as the presence of a sequence of games alone will not ensure 
learning (Rink, 2014; Ward & Ayvaso, 2016). There must be connections present between 
tasks for the players to meaningfully engage and the nature of the tasks must be appropriate 
to their developmental needs (Light, 2013; Mitchell et al., 2013). 
While not aligned with GBA guidelines, the high performance coaches in Chapter 5 offered 
noteworthy contributions to the conversation and concept of sequencing in sports coaching 




settings. Specifically, instead of commencing practice sessions with a game form, they 
typically started sessions with video analysis or a team meeting to provide meaning for the 
practice session that was to follow. In doing so, coaches identify an alternative potential 
route to achieve the outcomes (i.e., establish context and assessing understanding/skill) 
originally proposed as the purpose of an initial game form within a GBA (Bunker & 
Thorpe, 1982).  When GBAs were proposed, they were developed from the perspective of 
the physical education setting and without the foresight in advancements and accessibility 
of technology. It seems plausible that given these findings and calls from scholars 
(Memmert et al., 2015) for the integration of technological tools to enhance the 
development of GBAs, that adaptations to existing benchmarks (e.g., Metzler, 2005) can be 
made which provide other means (such as video analysis) for exploring sequence and 
contextualising learning. The idea of somewhat adapting the sequential order can be seen as 
addressing Almond’s (2015) call for the emergence of new thinking in relation to how 
GBA pedagogy is applied.  
8.2.3 The use of Games 
Games are the fundamental feature within a GBA (Almond, 2015; Bunker & Thorpe, 1982, 
1986; Light, 2013). Games are not unique to GBA coaches; indeed, they are typically 
employed by coaches as an activity type across many invasion game sports (Gabbett et al., 
2009).  However, little investigation exists in coaching pedagogical research describing 
how coaches design games, what games coaches use in varying circumstances, and why 
they select these particular games. This programme of research was uniquely placed to 
explore this topic given it contained both an observational and intervention phase, thus 
increasing the likelihood of different game applications. The findings from phase one of the 
programme identified that coaches value games and see themselves as “game-based” by the 
inclusion of games within sessions, which is consistent with previous research (Light & 
Evans, 2010). However, in their application of games, the coaches can be seen to apply 
their own folk pedagogy. Folk pedagogy is where coaches abstract concepts within a GBA 
(such as game constraints) and insert within their own practice resulting in a distorted 
understanding and application (Cushion, 2013; Roberts, 2011). As revealed in phase two of 




the research and other studies (Evans, 2006; Harvey et al., 2010), much more nuance is 
required for effective game use than simply the presence of a game.  
An example of the greater nuance required in the inclusion of game forms was seen in 
Kinnerk et al. (2019). The amount of games utilised by coaches operating at three different 
levels within Gaelic football (Developmental, Academy or Senior inter-county) did not 
differ. Consequently, the authors called for further analysis of the quality of games being 
used across levels. Similarly, the intervention results presented in Chapter 6 showed an 
immediate increase in the amount of playing form (see Figure 6.4 & 6.5) coaches were 
using in the first week(s) of the GBA intervention. However, coaches’ efficacy in applying 
games (i.e., the sophistication and quality of games used) was only achieved in the latter 
weeks of the study, which is consistent with previous research (e.g., Pill, 2016; Thomas et 
al., 2013). Taken together, these studies highlight that coaches need extensive time to apply 
and develop strategies in game design and implementation, while researchers need to focus 
on the quality, as well as the quantity, of game use. 
This research brings greater clarity to the distinction between coaches labelled as 
“traditional” who use games and GBA coaches who use games. The key difference between 
these applications of games appears to lie in the purpose and targeted nature which GBA 
coaches use games for. Within GBAs, there is an emphasis on players learning to 
understand games and develop tactical awareness (Launder & Piltz, 2013; Mitchell et al., 
2013). Consequently, the coach must identify specific tactical concepts, themes, and 
principles, ensuring players are exposed to a broad range of deliberate ideas and develop an 
understanding for their application within the game (Light, 2013). The GBA coaches in 
phase two of this research reflected the inclusion of these explicit learning outcomes within 
their sessions (“everything must have a purpose” Brian), while, in line with other 
observational studies (e.g., Karagiannis & Pill, 2017), these explicit learning outcomes 
were largely absent in coaches’ descriptions in phase 1. Moreover, GBA coaches’ 
sophistication in game use is promoted by awareness and adherence to theory (Renshaw & 
Chow, 2018; Tan et al., 2012). This was particularly evident in this research with coaches 
using the fundamental principles of a GBA and guidelines in ED as a roadmap to support 
their game design. Coaches who do not hold such explicit awareness of theory, like those in 




phase one of the research, are unlikely to engineer games towards such specific learning 
outcomes.  
8.2.4 GBAs in Coaching – A Pipe Dream or Reality? 
When considering research, critical concerns for coaches include: ‘does this method work 
(i.e., will it make my team better)?’ and ‘will I be able to implement it?’ (Armour, 2010). In 
answering the first of these questions, this PhD programme provides strong support for 
GBAs to enhance a coach’s practice and positively impact several player outcomes. As 
such, the programme builds upon the findings of a select number of previous studies in 
coaching settings (e.g., Eather et al., 2019; Light & Evans, 2007; Miller et al., 2016). The 
original GBA proposition was based on the development of game performance which is 
composed of technical skill execution and decision-making (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982). The 
PhD programme investigated this claim by firstly conducting a review of the GBA research 
in competitive team sports settings. The review provided support for the efficacy of GBAs 
in developing decision-making and tactical awareness. These findings were further 
validated following the intervention study, where through the utilisation of a GPOI to 
measure performance, players significantly improved across all decision-making variables. 
Moreover, both coaches and players professed improvements in players’ off-the-ball 
movement, tactical awareness, and intensity as a result of the modified games and 
questioning applied within the GBA intervention. These findings should come as 
encouragement for GBA coaches and those considering a GBA, as demonstrating high 
levels of decision-making is a critical factor in achieving expert performance (Baker et al., 
2003; Broadbent, Causer, Williams, & Ford, 2015).  
There was less support for the development of skill execution, with both the literature 
review and the intervention study only revealing limited support for this variable. These 
findings are consistent with the majority of previous GBA research (Harvey, Cushion, 
Wegis, et al., 2010; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Miller, 2015; Miller et al., 2016). It is possible 
that the limited support for the development of the skill execution variable from GBA 
research is not helping to shift coaches’ perspective that skill can be developed outside of 
isolated skills practice. The high performance Gaelic football coaches’ (Chapter 5) value in 
including isolated skills practice in every session certainly suggests a view that games are 




insufficient to improve this variable of game play. As alluded to in Chapter 6, there may be 
potential merit in placing a greater emphasis on technical skill in future GBA interventions. 
Critical to such an approach will be the integration of more skill while upholding the 
conceptual tenets of GBA pedagogy. The design and employment of tasks such as applied 
skills practice that emphasise technical skill ahead of tactics, performed in semi-pressurised 
environments may be one way of achieving this. In order for GBAs to receive more 
widespread adoption, they will need to also prove efficacious in the development of 
technical competence. However, the body of research in relation to this is still too bare to 
reach a comprehensive conclusion and the equivocal findings gathered in this research do 
not clarify the case.  
The programme of research does not support the concept that GBAs are a silver bullet. 
There really is no silver bullet approach for all performance metrics (Renshaw et al., 2010). 
However, this research programme suggest that GBAs appear to be effective in developing 
appropriate decision-making, tactical awareness, independent thinking and off-the-ball 
movement.  
A second critical question for coaches when considering research includes: ‘will I be able 
to implement it?’ (Armour, 2010). The answer to this second question is complex. In line 
with previous coaching research (Light & Evans, 2010), phase one of this research reported 
pedagogy has had little impact on coaches’ practice. This absence of impact is surprising 
given the long experience and high performance level of many of the coaches surveyed and 
interviewed. Coaches limited in pedagogical content knowledge are unlikely to possess the 
expertise to operationalise GBAs (Cushion, 2013); for example, as discussed above, by not 
explicitly considering the sequence of elements within their session, coaches may miss 
opportunities to scaffold practice activities. On the face of it, this PhD programme provides 
evidence of five coaches coming from a base with little previous exposure to GBA 
pedagogy prior to the commencement of the study, who, as a result of an intervention were 
able to integrate pedagogy into their practice to achieve relative levels of competency and 
confidence. These findings would seem to contrast with scholars who express concerns 
regarding the accessibility and application of GBAs for the general practitioner (Kirk, 
2016; Launder, 2001). However, it is important in coaching research that the nuanced 




context is clearly outlined to provide transparency (Lyle, 2018). The fine print reveals that 
coaches’ successful adoption of GBAs in this research involved a number of supporting 
agents (i.e., mentoring, comprehensive training). Communities of practice with fellow 
coaches, weekly interaction with a sports pedagogue, reflection, session feedback, and 
extensive training were all significant contributing factors to assist coaches throughout the 
season. Furthermore, the participants were enthusiastic coaches who volunteered for this 
extra development activity. These findings reflect previous research that highlights multiple 
structures are required to support a coach attempting pedagogical change (e.g., Mesquita et 
al., 2014). Unfortunately, there is little evidence to suggest that current coach education 
systems are equipped to provide these necessary supports for coaches attempting to shift 
their practice (Cassidy et al., 2016). Furthermore, it was only in the latter weeks of the 
intervention before coaches demonstrated relative competency in applying the various 
forms of GBA pedagogy. Indeed, despite receiving extensive support throughout the 
intervention, one coach (John) was unable to achieve competency in the application of the 
questioning component. In this way, the research joins those who report the implementation 
of GBAs as complex and not simply a seamless process of passing on content knowledge 
(e.g., Harvey, Cushion, & Massa-Gonzalez, 2010; Thomas et al., 2013).  
David Kirk gave a keynote speech at the sixth international TGfU conference titled, “Do 
you need a jet pilot’s licence to make TGfU fly?” (Kirk, 2016). The analogy (i.e., jet pilot’s 
licence) intended to emphasise the complexity of a GBA and the expertise required to 
implement it. This programme of research has detailed the broad range of supports applied 
over an extensive time period required for coaches to adopt a GBA; to develop Kirk’s 
analogy, it has described the flight school curriculum.  
8.2.5 Player Centred 
The term “player/athlete centred” is synonymous with GBA research (Croad & Vinson, 
2018; Evans, 2012; Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Light & Evans, 2010; Pill, 2016b; Vinson, 
Brady, et al., 2016). The player centred methods (e.g., questioning) reported throughout this 
programme of research are consistent with a substantial body of research highlighting a 
multitude of positive outcomes (e.g., creating thinking players, increasing player 
motivation) that can be achieved through application of player centred coaching (see for 




example, Cassidy & Kidman, 2010; Kidman, 2005; Mitchell et al., 2013; Pope, 2005; 
Romar et al., 2016). The popularity of “player centred” was clear to see in phase one of this 
research as this term and several other connected terms (e.g., “ownership”, “autonomy”) 
were present in the vernacular of the general coaching population. Moreover, there were 
enough rich and detailed examples provided by some of the high performing coaches in 
Chapter 5 to suggest that these player centred methods were truly adopted and consistently 
applied within their practice. Notwithstanding the great detail provided by some coaches 
and the general awareness of advocated strategies, possessing the pedagogical expertise to 
implement such methods is the critical factor in applying athlete centred coaching methods 
(Kidman, 2005). In this way, it is possible that the absence of specific pedagogical 
principles may be connected with the lack of sophistication in the implementation of player 
centred approaches by some coaches in Chapter 5.   
Coaches experiencing difficulty with player centred pedagogy is typical of coaches 
attempting to shift their practice from directing to facilitating (e.g., Harvey et al., 2010). 
Sustained commitment to the application of pedagogy is a critical feature in coaches’ 
development and the embedding of a player centred environment (Bowles & O’Dwyer, 
2019). The coaches involved in the intervention were supported to recover from such 
moments of failures and persist with pedagogy. However, for most coaches such support is 
not typically in place, and as a result, coaches revert to type (Cushion, 2013). Some of the 
coaches in Chapter 5 of this research provided examples relating to their attempts to apply 
questioning that would suggest that they did not persist with such strategies due to initial 
negative experiences (e.g., lacking ability to respond to player answers, developing good 
questions).    
Barriers to the application of player centred methods do not just lie with the coach and their 
application of pedagogy. As noted within Chapters 5, 6 and 7 (“they get some 
shock…sweat pumping out of fellas like.” - Coach 10), players can be uncomfortable with 
such new levels of expected responsibility (Roberts, 2011). Research explains this as 
players being used to receiving coaching in a traditional way and therefore struggle when 
receiving the new form of coaching (Roberts, 2011). The tradition of the sport and player’s 
acculturation to traditional instruction were prevailing themes throughout this programme 




of research. Light (2004) contends that through long term commitment to such methods, 
players adapt. The findings provide some support for this statement, but also highlight that 
with some features (i.e., player huddles), more than an investment of time and practice is 
required to ensure success. Coaches must possess the pedagogical expertise/“know how” to 
operate such methods. Critically, they must be able to react to incidents where player 
reaction is not as the “manual” describes and execute appropriate strategies to remedy such 
instances. 
8.3 Implications 
Armour and MacDonald (2012) state that the significance of research can relate to its 
capacity to make a difference both within the academic sphere, as well as beyond it. This 
PhD programme has many direct implications for coaches and coach education. In 
particular, the research provides a viable alternative pedagogical approach which coaches 
and coach education programmes may adopt to transform their practice. The section to 
follow describes specific details which may facilitate integration of coaching pedagogy to 
coaches’ practice along with other implications emerging from this research.  
The typical coaching approaches reported in coaching research literature (Harvey et al., 
2013; Partington & Cushion, 2013) limit opportunities for players to develop decision-
making capabilities along with personal and social competencies. Significantly, this 
programme of research has identified a viable alternative pedagogy and accompanying 
pedagogical curriculum design that can be used in coaching settings to develop/promote 
such qualities. Coach education across a broad range of contexts could consider these 
findings when introducing an alternative pedagogy aimed at developing creative 
autonomous players.  
To facilitate receptiveness to an alternative coaching approach, coaches should be given the 
opportunity to assess the merits of various pedagogical approaches by receiving a 
presentation and readings summarising the latest research findings. The presentation and 
readings may be prepared and delivered by a knowledgeable sports pedagogue. While there 
are only a limited number of sport pedagogues within the GAA, it is feasible to engage 
them at a provincial level to convey the message to those involved in county games 




development. The content should focus on the traditional and game-based coaching 
methods and how these approaches are likely to impact various player outcomes (e.g., game 
performance, personal development, fitness). In addition, a participant coach telling his/her 
story on receiving a pedagogy focused intervention may offer a tangible connection with 
other coaches (“Pedagogy lads; it sounds like an odd word, but knowing what it was all 
about transformed my coaching. Here’s how…”). Research has shown how the use of 
stories in coach education can be an effective pedagogical tool to stimulate coach 
development (Douglas & Carless, 2008). Identifying suitable coaches who truly understand 
pedagogy to fulfil such a role is likely to be challenging. However, this very dilemma 
highlights an opportunity (and need) to cultivate and encourage partnerships between 
coaches and academics. Partnerships may be cultivated by those in administrative roles 
within each county’s game development initiating contact with academics to fulfil some 
coach development duties throughout the season. Notwithstanding potential pedagogical 
preference amongst those promoting change, it is important that coaches have autonomy in 
directing their coaching approach and coach education (Turnnidge & Côté, 2017; Vinson, 
Christian, Jones, Williams, & Peters, 2016). It is proposed that by presenting coaches with 
a comprehensive account of coaching research that they will feel empowered to choose a 
coaching approach that reflects their values and goals, rather than coaches feeling as if a 
coaching approach is being imposed on them (Cassidy & Rossi, 2006; Mesquita et al., 
2014). The current PhD programme findings provide a convincing case for coaches to 
adopt GBAs within their practice, but it is important for coaches to make this decision.  
To better prepare and support coaches to effectively and authentically implement GBAs in 
practice, great focus needs to be given by coach education to the area of session planning. 
Coaches need to be given opportunities to independently learn how to plan sessions. In 
particular, coaches must develop the ability to generate tactical themes and principles, and 
then design modified game activities to channel players towards pre-determined emergent 
solutions to these tactical themes and problems. Tactical themes and principles of play are 
transferable and present across many invasion game sports. For example, the tactical 
themes of “attacking the goal” and “defending the goal”, and the principles of “width” and 
“clear lines of vision” are applicable to sports such as soccer, hockey and Australian 
football. The creation of tactical themes and principles was a difficult and unusual concept 




for coaches within this programme of research, but equally reaped significant positive 
outcomes in coaches’ practice. Coaches reported receiving particular benefit and guidance 
from the sample tactical themes and tactical principles included in the intervention pack. 
Coach education may adopt a similar pack to guide and prompt coach thinking within this 
area.  
Coaches’ design of activities must follow a structure that incorporates the careful 
manipulation of representative practice environments using task constraints. Coaches’ 
design of games can be facilitated by engagement with ED theory. Such guidelines can 
assist coaches in developing games which are likely to incur a positive transfer to 
performance (Renshaw & Chow, 2018). Coaches should assess the quality of these games 
prior to implementation in meeting the principles set out in ED. This programme of 
research identified coaches requiring significant practice in designing and delivering game-
related activity before achieving perceived levels of competency. Thus, coaches’ 
receptiveness to an alternative pedagogy will be enhanced by frequent opportunities to 
deliver session plans and adapt plans mid-session (if required).  
This programme of research supports previous work in demonstrating GBAs as a viable 
pedagogy to enhance players’ overall awareness and understanding of a broad range of 
tactical concepts. In this way, GBA pedagogy may be particularly useful for coaches of 
players at developmental stages. Players at developmental stages (e.g., underage teams, 
academy level) are unlikely to have previously received extensive exposure to tactical 
concepts. Research suggests that players need a broad tactical acumen to achieve expertise 
in their given sport (Starkes & Ericsson, 2003). With their emphasis on developing tactical 
curriculums, GBAs provide coaches with a tangible framework to expose players to a broad 
range of tactical concepts. The targeted approach within GBA pedagogy of developing 
principles, and games around those principles allow coaches to comprehensively detail a 
very specific tactical concept. The amalgamation of players receiving detailed experience 
within each tactical theme may result in players holding an understanding across a broad 
range of tactical concepts. Of course, understanding is important at all developmental 
levels, but especially at early developmental levels it is important that players receive a 
broad expansive exposure to many tactical principles (Baker & Côté, 2006; Baker & 




Young, 2014). It is suggested that coaches of developmental players (where the onus is on 
development, not winning) should develop a curriculum of tactical concepts (for example 
see Mitchell, Oslin, & Griffin, 2013) which may provide the base of knowledge for players 
to access throughout their careers.  
The research revealed that coaches give little thought to the arrangement of practice 
activities within coaching sessions. The programme findings highlight that coaches should 
give greater attention to the sequencing of practice activities at the planning stage of 
coaching sessions. Coach engagement with sequencing as promoted in GBA pedagogy may 
establish context for players, promote player reflection and promote scaffolding in coaches’ 
practice. The PhD programme provides a number of viable options that coaches may adopt 
to ensure that players’ learning is contextualised. For example, coaches may wish to present 
video footage prior to the commencement of a session which presents a tactical issue 
informing the session players will take part in. With constant improvements in the 
sophistication and availability of portable technology and application software, these points 
are simple to implement and could have a tangible impact on players’ learning. 
Furthermore, coaches should adopt a scaffolding approach of progressive tasks that 
gradually develops the players’ competency towards the central tactical problem. By 
considering players’ zone of proximal development, coaches can scaffold tasks which are 
developmentally appropriate and meet players’ needs.  
Consistent with previous research (Light & Evans, 2010), some coaches in phase one of 
this programme cited excessive standing around and loss of intensity as reasons for not 
employing questioning within their approach. The findings within the intervention provide 
strong evidence to refute these claims as frequent structured periods of questioning were 
employed with little change in inactivity duration from baseline when coaches did not 
employ questioning. Furthermore, players reported intensity increasing from baseline to 
intervention. These findings should alleviate coach concerns regarding the employment of 
questioning as a learning tool within sessions. If concerned about excess physical inactivity, 
coaches may use a stopwatch to monitor break periods when questioning. This strategy may 
facilitate effective time management of such periods and appropriate inactivity-activity 
ratios. 




To support coaches new to GBA pedagogy, it is important that a mentoring system is put in 
place. The mentor should adopt a collaborative approach with the receiving coach. To 
facilitate this, the mentor should guide the coach rather than tell. It is important that 
coaches receive the opportunity to be observed and obtain feedback in practical settings. To 
this end, a mentor should attend regular coaching sessions in the initial period to provide 
feedback and reassurance to the coach. The implication here is that if coaches are reassured 
when confronted with uncertainty or challenges by a supporting mentor, they are more 
likely to sustain their involvement with the new pedagogical approach rather than reverting 
to type, which is often the case (Cushion, 2013).  
Coach education should seek to create communities of practice (Garner & Hill, 2017) for 
coaches wishing to apply GBAs. This can be achieved by placing a number of coaches 
together as a coaching team with the responsibility of developing session plans and 
implementing sessions together for a set squad. This approach can be supplemented by the 
creation of messaging groups in which coaches can share their issues and solutions.  
In line with previous studies (e.g., McNeill et al., 2004), this PhD programme revealed 
players requiring more than just time to acclimatise to the new coaching approach. Players 
should be explicitly briefed regarding the specific changes that will be taking place within 
the new approach and critically, why these methods are being applied. Coaches should be 
prepared for and receive guidance in breaking the likely barriers. In particular, both coaches 
and players experienced difficulty within player-led huddles. Greater consideration is 
needed in preparing coaches how best to operationalise such periods within sessions. For 
example, coaches may be provided with video examples of other coaches facilitating well 
in practice. In addition, coaches may be guided with details of how the complexity of 
player huddles may be progressed most effectively and assisted with a number of potential 
prompts that could be used to stimulate interaction during player huddles. Following coach 
training, coaches require sustained practice in applying these methods. Coaches may be 
facilitated in this by receiving feedback from a mentor or trusted peer. 
Phase one of this research identified that Gaelic football coaches’ current practices are not 
informed by an explicit pedagogy or theoretical underpinning. In addition, phase one 
revealed coaches adhering to traditionally associated coaching methods.  It is suggested that 




the acquisition of an explicit pedagogy and exposure to coaching theory may enhance 
coaches’ practice. Coach awareness to these areas may stimulate coaches to reflect and 
challenge their embedded beliefs. An explicit pedagogy may enable coaches to approach 
their coaching practice with consistency and clarity (Nash, Sproule, & Horton, 2008). 
Moreover, an explicit pedagogy is necessary to ensure evolution of coaches’ practice from 
traditional methods. To this end, coach education programmes may use these research 
findings to reiterate that coach engagement with theory and pedagogy is limited and 
highlight theory and pedagogy as untapped areas to impact coaches’ practice.  
It is important that coaches’ introduction to an alternative pedagogical approach is offered 
concurrently with a clear understanding and appreciation of relevant learning theories. 
From a GBA perspective, CLT is well placed to present coaches with a holistic 
understanding and appreciation for the different forms of learning present in GBAs. To 
enhance coaches’ appreciation and understanding of such theory, coaches should receive 
workshops and supplementary material outlining practical and tangible examples of theory 
in action. Specifically, results from this research can be offered in relation to the three 
elements of CLT. For example, findings in relation to sequencing highlight how careful 
construction and linking of practice tasks can engage players in an active role of 
interpretation within the learning process. In addition, workshops may offer coaches the 
experience of adopting the role of a player in receiving coaching operationalised through 
CLT, thus allowing the coach to reflect and connect practice with theory. The role of CLT 
within this PhD programme should provide coaches with a convincing theoretical rationale 
for the efficacy of a GBA, a pathway for the application of key features and a justification 
for its future use.  
Research literature reports two dominant approaches to coaching: traditional and game-
based. This has created a dichotomy approach to reporting with coaching/coaches being 
explicitly labelled as traditional or game-based. The variability of methods and varying 
levels of sophistication of methods reported by coaches in phase one of this research 
implies that coaching pedagogy exists on a continuum with the end points represented by 
traditional and game-based approaches. The gradual evolution of coaches’ use of games 
and of questioning within phase two further supports this depiction of a traditional to GBA 




continuum. On one end of the continuum is the optimal GBA coach who demonstrates a 
nuanced implementation of all of the GBA associated strategies, in the middle are coaches 
who demonstrate some strategies and intermediate sophistication, and at the other end is the 
non-game based coach or traditional coach. The promotion of this continuum within 
coaching pedagogy may facilitate more accurate reporting on coaches’ practice in 
identifying the specific elements of a coaches’ pedagogical approach that align with GBA 
pedagogy. Furthermore, coach developers and practitioners may engage with this concept 
to facilitate awareness and appreciation for the multiple layers embedded within an 
authentic GBA. Coach developers may use this concept as a diagnostic tool while 
practitioners may benefit for reflective purposes.  
8.4 Future Directions 
x This PhD programme reported coaches requiring a number of measures to support 
their attempts to integrate GBA pedagogy into their practice. Future research should 
investigate the feasibility around supporting a large number of coaches wishing to 
implement GBAs within their coaching. Future research may investigate this 
proposal by identifying an interested cohort of 30 to 40 coaches. The research may 
investigate the possibility of one or two sports pedagogues supporting a group of 
this size as they attempt to integrate GBA pedagogy into their coaching practice. 
Additionally, a group of this size holds great potential for collaboration amongst 
coaches. To this end, research may also extend the template used in this research to 
create larger communities of practice and investigate the efficacy of these for 
coaches attempting to implement GBAs within their practice. A research project as 
described may hold great value for coaching bodies in providing a framework and 
highlighting the viability of implementing and impacting mass change within their 
respective coaching populations.  
x Sequencing of practice activities was an integral feature of this PhD programme. 
However, prior to this research, there was only one study that explicitly investigated 
this aspect of a coach’s practice. In addition, research is limited in relation to 
discussing how coaches sequence their practice sessions. To this end, there is a need 
for future research to investigate the effects of adapting the sequence loop (as 




suggested in 8.2.2) to include strategies such as team meetings and video analysis. 
In addition, the results of Chapters 6 and 7 suggested that coach engagement with 
sequencing as an explicit planning strategy promoted more effective within-session 
coaching practice. Specifically, coaches’ scaffolding of games facilitated coach 
engagement with task simplification/tactical complexity processes and stimulated 
reflection for players. These findings may be tested by explicitly investigating the 
effects of coaches adopting a GBA sequence (or an adapted version as described 
above) on practice activity design. Within this investigation, researchers may 
explore the connectivity between tasks by assessing if the same theme and tactical 
principles are consistent throughout. There is also the possibility of creating a 
tactical or task complexity template which differentiates varying levels of challenge 
for players. Qualitative data from coach and players may then be gathered to 
supplement practice session data.  
x Coaches demonstrated a thorough commitment to GBA pedagogy for the duration 
of the intervention study. The coaches received constant mentoring and while this 
was gradually reduced as the coaches/season progressed, mentoring was still present 
in the form of feedback and weekly communications. To what extent coaches were 
prepared to implement GBAs without any assistance was not investigated within 
this research. Additionally, coaches were observed throughout one season, 
therefore, the research did not obtain if coaches retained and sustained their GBA 
practices over an extended period of time. A longitudinal study based over a number 
of seasons may offer greater insight into the long term effects of the intervention on 
coaches’ practice. This would allow researchers to comprehensively investigate to 
what extent had pedagogy being embedded in the coaches’ practice.   
x Research on coaching pedagogy is still reliant on anecdotal accounts to describe 
many coaching settings. Future research may adopt the methods (survey, interview) 
used in phase one of this research to ascertain detail of a coaching landscape before 
diagnosing further action. A survey such as that used within this research may be 
adapted and used within other sports to obtain general details of coaches’ practice 
and engagement with pedagogy from a large coaching sample. The research may 
then investigate survey findings in greater depth by interviewing a subsample of 




participants. This strategy provides an effective means to access a coaching 
population and may be used in sports such as basketball or hockey where little 
pedagogical research exists. A survey-interview approach may also be used to 
investigate “club” Gaelic football coaches’ practices. To date no research has been 
conducted on this coaching population. Findings from this PhD programme would 
facilitate a comparative study between “club” and “inter-county” Gaelic football 
coaches.    
x This research revealed players experiencing difficulty in adjusting to this new 
pedagogical approach. Specifically, there was evidence provided of players at both 
senior inter-county (Chapter 5) and developmental (Chapter 6) level struggling with 
questioning and player-led huddles. Future research may seek to explicitly 
investigate what are the optimal acclimatisation strategies that coaches may employ 
to facilitate players in adjusting to the player centred responsibilities asked of 
players within a GBA. A study which explicitly documents the activity of coach and 
player during player huddles may offer a novel avenue of exploration for this idea. 
Given the growing emphasis on GBAs within the GAA (Daly, 2017; "The GAA 
Player Pathway," n.d.; Horgan & Daly, 2015), increased investment is required that 
goes beyond practice activity design to ensure both players and coaches are 
prepared for this shift in coaching approach.  
x Quantitative data obtained from this research provides strong support for the 
development of decision-making through GBAs. However, qualitative data from 
players and coaches suggests that other benefits relating to team cohesion, 
communication, and fitness also occurred. Future research may seek to explicitly 
investigate some of these reported outcomes. For example, increased “intensity” 
was commonly reported by players within this study; future research may 
investigate this claim by developing a quantifiable measurement for tactical 
intensity within the game context. Tactical intensity might be best described as 
being the degree of pressure that the team without the ball place on the team in 
possession. Within the sport of Gaelic football, such a data point may be measured 
by tracking each instance a defending player achieves contact on a player while they 
are in possession of the football. Tactical intensity may add a further layer of 




nuance to a game performance instrument (e.g., GPOI) by highlighting the degree 
of pressure players were under while making decisions and executing technical 
skill. This new measurement would differ to defensive measurements such as 
“mark” in the GPAI as its primary focus would be “intensity” related and used as an 
index to help understand the conditions in which players performed. Furthermore, 
physical intensity measures such as heart rate monitoring may add another layer for 
examining and understanding differences in players’ performances across 
assessment games.   
x Consistent with the existing literature, this programme of research found equivocal 
results in relation to the efficacy of GBAs to improve skill execution. Further 
research is needed to unpick these deviant findings. As per Miller (2015), there may 
be a need to devise more sensitive ways of detecting change in skill improvement. 
The current research along with previous GBA studies (e.g., Miller et al., 2016) has 
employed observational coding instruments to assess changes in this metric. Indeed, 
even researchers in the area of skill acquisition have recently employed 
observational coding similar to that used in this research to measure skill 
proficiency in small-sided games in soccer (Bennett et al., 2018) and Australian 
rules football (Ireland et al., 2019). Observational coding instruments base skill 
execution proficiency on the outcome of the execution of the skill (e.g., a successful 
shot at goal would yield a positive skill execution). There may be scope to introduce 
other skill indicators such as skill execution time as used in basketball (Gorman & 
Maloney, 2016) or develop a coding instrument that measures technique through 
body positioning, body shape, ball contact as the player performs the skill. 
However, conducting such data in a representative learning design environment is 
likely to prove challenging. Rather than developing a new measure for skill, there 
may be a need to review the approach to skill development within GBAs. GBA 
pedagogy proposes that the practice of skill is not prohibited, but that isolated skills 
practice should only be employed when absolutely necessary. This loose guideline 
may be problematic for the novice GBA coach. To this end, future research may 
seek to investigate this area by creating clarity on how technical skill may be 
developed through GBAs. The study may investigate optimum isolated skills 




practice to game activity balance. In contrast to previous research which has placed 
an emphasis on tactical development (e.g., Harvey et al., 2010), the study may also 
place an emphasis on developing a range of game forms through which skills are the 
primary focus. In addition, this approach may be supplemented by a greater focus 
within participant coach education training to GBAs on developing technical skill.   
8.5 Conclusion 
This programme of research contributes to the field of coaching pedagogy by extending 
understanding into the existing pedagogical underpinnings of coaches’ practice in invasion 
game sports and the effects of GBA pedagogy on coaching practice and player outcomes. 
Phase one of the research revealed coaches applying their own self-referenced approach or 
“folk pedagogy” to coaching. Coaches used and valued games, but notable periods of 
session time were spent in activities less relevant to game play. There was great variation in 
coaches’ sophistication of game design and in-session coaching strategies. In particular, it 
was clear that the explicit labelling of coaches as “traditional” and creation of a dichotomy 
is not fair or accurate. Instead, it may be useful to understand coaches’ practice as 
consisting of multiple variables (e.g., questioning, use of games, sequencing) and the 
existence of a traditional-GBA continuum with coaches operating at varying points within 
each variable.  Ultimately, coaches were using their own self-referenced approach or folk 
pedagogy. No coach reported to be implementing a GBA as described in the research 
literature and coaches displayed little explicit awareness of coaching theory.  
Phase two of the research revealed improvements across all decision-making variables with 
partial support for the development of skill execution as a result of a GBA intervention. 
Players and coaches attributed development in these areas resulting from coaches’ skilful 
and purposeful design of games and application of questioning. As expected, the 
intervention brought about more game-related activity within coaches’ sessions along with 
non-linear sequencing of practice activities. Encouragingly, GBAs with an explicit 
emphasis on providing structured periods for questioning within sessions resulted in little 
change in inactivity time across baseline and intervention periods.  These findings provide 
support for GBAs as a viable alternative method for coaches. GBAs may be particularly 




useful for exposing players to and developing players in a broad range of tactical concepts 
through its emphasis on tactical themes and principles.   
Notwithstanding the positive findings within this PhD programme, the research highlights 
the complexity of implementing GBAs. Coaches required an extensive support system 
along with considerable time and practice to achieve relative competency and confidence in 
their application. Despite optimum conditions and supports, not all coaches were able to 
develop competency in the application of pedagogy. Moreover, extensive exposure and 
pedagogical expertise is required in acclimatising players to player centred coaching 
methods.  
Few previous studies have overtly used CLT as a guiding theoretical framework. This 
research has demonstrated that CLT represents an effective and insightful perspective from 
which to understand and explain the coaching pedagogy and learning present within GBAs. 
Within both phases of the research, the three elements of CLT provided a lens through 
which the coaches’ practices, and their likely impact on player learning, could be 
interpreted. For example, sequencing was a novel area of investigation within this research. 
The findings within the intervention suggest that the shift coaches made in relation to 
carefully and skillfully sequencing players’ learning experiences was impactful on player 
learning. From a CLT perspective, the new sequence enabled players to be active within the 
learning process by interpreting and making connections between tasks, and used this 
knowledge to engage in social learning. In this way, CLT was shown to be an accessible 
framework for coaches in assisting their shaping of the learning players engage in within 
GBAs. 
To conclude, this research provides a pathway for coaches and coach educators for what a 
GBA looks like and how it may be applied. Although the effective promotion of GBAs 
within coaching communities requires a substantial investment, GBAs hold considerable 
potential to positively transform a coach’s practice and player learning. 
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Appendix A – Survey and Interview of Inter-County Gaelic Football Coaches 
A.1 Participant Informed Consent Form 
 




A.2 Information letter  
 








A.3 Interview Guide for High Performance Coaches 
 








A.4 Survey of Inter-County Gaelic Football Coaches 
 
 



































Appendix B – Player Participation in GBA Intervention 
B.1. Information Letter for Players 
 
 









B.2. Parent/Guardian Information 
  









B.3. Player Consent  
  




B.4. Parent/Guardian Consent 
 




B.5. Player Post-Session Sample Questions 
  




B.6. Player Focus Group Questions 




Appendix C – Game Performance Assessment Instrument 
C.1. Review of Game Performance Instruments 
Assessment in invasion games should focus on players’ game performance in context (i.e., actual 
games or game forms; Gréhaigne et al., 2005). A player’s game performance consists of their 
integrated decision-making (i.e., what to do) and skill execution (how to do it).  To meet these 
needs, a number of instruments have been developed in the GBA research to assess changes in 
players’ decision-making and skill execution. The purpose of this section is to provide a brief 
review of the principle instruments used to measure performance in game-based settings.  
The Game Performance Assessment Instrument (GPAI) (Griffin, Mitchell, & Oslin, 1997; Oslin, 
Mitchell, & Griffin, 1998) was designed to evaluate ”game performance behaviours that 
demonstrate tactical understanding, as well as the player’s ability to solve tactical problems by 
selecting and applying appropriate skills” (Oslin, Mitchel, & Griffin, 1998, p231). The GPAI operates 
by measuring players on-the-ball (decision-making and skill execution) and off-the-ball (adjust, 
support, cover, mark, and base) performance. Not all these components cans be applied to a 
specific sport, thus coaches/researchers must choose which of the seven components are the 
most significant in terms of what is to be taught and assessed (Gonzalez-Villora et al., 2015). 
Within the GPAI, it is possible to analyse an individual’s or group’s performance using formulas 
relating to their game involvement and performance. While GPAI has predominantly featured in 
physical education research, a number of studies (e.g., Harvey et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2016) have 
employed this assessment tool in coaching settings.  
The Team Sports Assessment Procedure (TSAP) (Grehaigne, Godbout, & Bouthier, 1997) is another 
assessment instrument which was developed to measure players’ offensive actions based on: (a) 
player receiving the ball, and (b) player disposing of the ball. Performance indices are then 
calculated reflecting player’s technical and tactical action during game play (Grehaigne et al., 
1997). TSAP is accessible, user friendly with one study (Richard, Godbout, Tousignant, & 
Gréhaigne, 1999) demonstrating accuracy when it is implemented with participants as young as 
ten.  
The Game Performance Evaluation Tool (GPET) (García López, Víllora, del Campo, & Olivares, 
2013) is an instrument that measures decision-making and the execution of technical-tactical 
actions. GPET evaluates game performance at two different levels. The first level assesses the 
adaptation of actions to tactical problems or contexts (e.g., keeping possession of the ball, 
attacking opponent’s goal). At the second level, GPET separates the cognitive decision-making 
components of performance and the motor skill execution of performance (French & Thomas, 
1987). The most significant contribution of the GPET when compared to other evaluation tools is 
that it adopts a situated view to basic tactical principles by assessing the specific tactical problem a 
player is faced with (level 1 of GPET). For example, GPET categorises instances such as when a 
player is attacking the opposition goal by attaching a code to describe this situation (e.g., 2A).  
Praxedes and colleagues (2017; 2019) have utilised GPET to investigate soccer players’ 
performance in sports coaching settings.  




The final instrument that featured in a GBA intervention set in a sports coaching setting is the 
Game Play Observational Instrument (GPOI) (French & Thomas, 1987; Turner & Martinek, 1992). 
Similar to level 2 of the GPET, the GPOI separates the cognitive components from decision-making 
and motor skills. The GPOI assumes the following sequence occurs in invasion games sports: firstly, 
a player must control the ball; they must then decide what to do with the ball (decision-making) 
and then execute this decision with an action (skill execution). Therefore, three variables are 
included in the GPOI (control, decision-making and skill execution). Similar to other instruments, 
indices/formulas relating to decision-making and skill execution are typically used to summarise 
performance. To date, the GPOI has featured in only one study (Nathan, 2017) set in a sports 
coaching setting.  
When the main aim of games coaching is to improve the players’ game performance, 
measurement procedures and instruments that can adequately assess the critical aspects of game 
performance are needed. The most content-valid way of measuring performance is through  game 
play, in which performance can be judged by the outcome, or by coding the behaviours exhibited 
during game play (Blomqvist, Vänttinen, & Luhtanen, 2005). The instruments discussed within this 
section despite their varying differences all offer coaches and researchers with a viable method to 
measure players’ performance in a game context.   




C.2. Video View and Coding Window 
 
  




C.3. Example of GPOI Raw Data 
  




C.4. Inter-Observer Reliability – Example of Raw Data Comparison Process 
and Results Summary 
 
Inter-observer reliability summary for GPOI 
 Control  Decision-making Skill execution 
Agreements (A) 416 515 567 
Disagreements (D) 8 65 11 
Total A + D 424 580 578 
Calculation (A/(A+D)*100 416/424*100 515/580*100 567/578*100 
Agreements percentage 98.1% 88.8% 98.1% 





C.5. Intra-Observer Reliability – Example of Raw Data Comparison Process 
and Results Summary 
 
Intra-observer reliability summary for GPOI 
 Control  Decision-making Skill execution 
Agreements (A) 404 496 524 
Disagreements (D) 8 52 20 
Total A + D 412 548 544 
Calculation (A/(A+D)*100 404/412*100 496/548*100 524/544*100 
Agreements percentage 98.1% 90.5% 96.3% 
  




Appendix D – Session Characteristics Coding 
D.1. Pilot Coding 
  




D.2. GBA Intervention Coding Window and Camera Position 








Inter- and intra-observer reliability was calculated using the agreements/(agreements + 
disagreements) x 100 measure (van der Mars, 1989). 
 
 Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 Session 6 
Inter 93.1% 96.6% 92.2% 96.3% 95.3% 94.2% 
Intra 96% 98.9% 98.6% 97.8% 97.1% 98.9% 
  




Appendix E – Coach Participation in GBA Intervention 
E.1. Coach Information Sheet 
 









E.2. Coach Consent Form 
 




E.3. Researcher Field Notes Example 




E.4. Coach Reflective Diary 









E.5. Post Intervention Interview Guide with Coaches 
 




E.6. Validating Coaches’ Practice – Benchmarks and Example 
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Metzler’s Player Benchmarks 
Players are 









set-up of the 





































Appendix F – Coach Education within GBA Intervention 
F.1. Coach Intervention Pack – Front Cover and Contents Page 
 









F.2. Example of Sports Pedagogue email Correspondence with Coaches 
 
 




F.3. Example of Sports Pedagogue Reflective Diary Prompts 
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